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Abstract 
Many students who wish to receive a post-secondary undergraduate degree do not take a 
linear path. Instead, they opt for a multiple educational institution pathway (swirling) to 
accomplish an undergraduate degree. Unfortunately, swirling has its complexities and 
challenges, and many students will drop out of college and not return to obtain a degree. While 
there is research on this growing population, there is little specifically from the viewpoint of the 
student, thus lacking the complete story from the swirling students themselves. This study adds 
to the literature on swirling students and to understanding the cognitive, social, and institutional 
challenges and supports they encountered along the way.  
The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry study was to investigate the experiences 
of students who attended multiple educational institutions (swirling) and successfully 
transitioned into a four-year public urban university and completed an undergraduate degree. Six 
participants, in their last semester before graduation, volunteered to participate in this study. This 
study will reveal each participant’s swirling journey, including the education interruptions and 
re-entries they experienced. Emerging themes will be revealed that include high school 
preparation, individual persistence, family influences, and institutional barriers and supports. The 
participant journey themes provide a glimpse into the individual struggles with racial inequity, 
English as a second language, and uncertainty of a career focus and expose institutional lack of 
communication and instructional care. The study will offer advice for students and provide 
practical suggestions for educational institution instruction, student services, and policy that may 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
If I wanted to reach a goal or destination during my childhood, my parents would quote 
Archimedes of Syracuse, who said, “The shortest distance between two points is a straight line.” 
This was their way of saying that I should set a goal and accomplish it efficiently and as quickly 
as possible. Given today’s complex, expensive, and exclusionary higher education system, 
perhaps Albert Einstein was more accurate when he said, “Except in mathematics, the shortest 
distance between point A and point B is seldom a straight line. I don’t believe in mathematics.” 
A non-linear path may well be on its way to being the norm within our education system. This 
non-linear path or “swirling” is the moving between and among community colleges and four-
year universities in any direction or simultaneously to obtain course work (credit hours) to 
complete an undergraduate degree (Adelman, 2006; de los Santos & Wright, 1990; Townsend, 
2001). When it comes to completing an undergraduate degree, roughly one-third of the students 
will change educational institutions before graduation (Hossler, Shapiro, Dundar, Ziskin, Chen, 
Zerquera, & Torres, 2012). Of those students, forty-five percent will change institutions more 
than once (Shapiro, Dundar, Wakhungu, Yuan, & Harrell, 2015).  
 The increasing incidence of a swirling educational journey may be due to the increase in 
options students have in education choices such as attending a community or technical college, a 
public, private, or for-profit university and even having the option of the order of attendance. 
Costs of courses vary between colleges and universities as well as the type of courses offered, 
such as in-class, blended/hybrid, or online courses. Technology has increased the opportunity for 
online courses throughout the world, and universities are more open to credit transferring to 
other universities. Doors have opened to students that had previously been unable to attend 
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college and universities due to various reasons such as socioeconomic or pre-college academic 
achievement. These many options may be reasons that caused the straight line to curve or even to 
swirl as students’ progress through multiple educational institutions on their way to an 
undergraduate degree. 
 Matthew Moy, an American actor, and artist said, “Anybody can get from point A to 
point B, but how you get there, that’s the fun part. That is the story. That’s when you can really 
let go and let your uniqueness shine!” Putting this quote into the sphere of higher education, not 
all students get from point A to point B; in other words, they do not persist to degree completion. 
Twenty-six percent of those students that started college in fall 2016 did not return to their 
university the next year (Shapiro et al., 2018). When accounting for persistence and retention by 
race/ethnicity and age, 33% of Black students and 42% of adult learners, respectively, did not 
continue with their education. This statistic is unfortunate given that degree completion benefits 
both the individual and society. When it comes to how you get there, I agree with Moy, “There is 
a story!” Many students, especially historically marginalized students and adult learners, despite 
the odds, have taken a non-linear (swirling) educational journey, and successfully reached 
undergraduate degree completion. Understanding how they weathered the journey to overcome 
the challenges and barriers along the way and the personal and institutional support they 
received, is a story worth telling. Who better than the individuals themselves to tell their unique 
story?  
This study provided six students the opportunity to tell their swirling educational journey 
story in their own words and in the way they wished to present it. It allowed us the privilege to 
look into the lives of each individual to see their unique journey. It provided insights that 
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illuminated hope to other swirling students and provided educational institutions ideas of better 
ways to provide student services in the effort to aid student retention.  
Problem Statement 
Many students who wish to receive a postsecondary undergraduate degree do not take a 
linear path. Instead, they opt for a swirling to accomplish degree completion. Each transition 
form and direction has its complexities and problems, and consequently, many students will drop 
from the college experience and will not obtain a degree. This is especially true for adult learners 
and historically marginalized students. It was, therefore, important to inquire from successful 
swirling students how they were able to overcome the obstacles and successfully traverse the 
swirling educational landscape.  
Currently, one-third of college students will change institutions during their 
undergraduate experience as well as take numerous courses from other institutions during the 
process (Hossler et al., 2012). Some of the possibilities of why students engage in swirling 
include: some colleges offer courses that may not be available at other colleges, students seek out 
a class from a certain university based on an instructors reputation, some colleges may be within 
a reasonable commute distance, due to financial distress students will seek out lower-cost 
courses, preference to online, blended, or classroom formats offered at another college, or they 
need a particular course this semester to complete their degree. 
Most of the literature that focuses on transitions relate to student transfers, persistence, 
retention, and campus climate. Even though these areas are helpful and set the stage for this 
study, they tend to be quantitative and specifically highlight the traditional-aged student 
(Hurtado et al., 2007; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2004). 
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Transition research has typically assumed a pathway that does not match the reality of today’s 
swirling adult learner and historically marginalized students, nor does it present research from 
their unique individual perspectives. Not hearing from their unique voice has created a sense of 
‘invisibility’ to the swirling student.  
Trends show that adult learners and historically marginalized students are increasingly 
enrolling in postsecondary institutions and swirling their way to degree completion (Roman, 
2007). Therefore, there needs to be an additional research focus from the student perspective to 
emphasize and understand the factors that influence these trends to serve this student population 
better. According to Hussar and Baily (2014), the National Center for Education Statistics 
projected that students age 25 or older that are enrolling in college would continue to increase. 
While these students continue to enroll in college, research and surveys have shown they have a 
high risk of dropping out before they reach their educational goals (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 
2011). As enrollments increase in these student populations, it becomes beholden on universities 
to familiarize themselves with their varying circumstances and needs that differ from the 
traditional college student.  
Swirling students face many challenges and obstacles that create difficulties in degree 
completion (Pontes & Pontes, 2012). There are on-campus and off-campus factors that contribute 
to retention and may be of significance to administrators and policymakers that will aid in the 
prevention of student withdrawal. Understanding these obstacles specific to swirling students 
could lead to student satisfaction and increased retention.  
We need to understand more about this growing population from the viewpoint of the 
student versus the more common view that uses the institutional records and reports as the unit of 
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analysis (Hossler et al., 2012). These institutional records and reports inform much of what we 
know regarding enrollment patterns and persistence to degree completion. Consequently, we lack 
the complete story from the swirling students (Hossler et al., 2012). Mitra (2004) concurs by 
saying that using student voices will help to inform practice, and their contributions will add to 
the student and institution decision-making process. Tinto (2017) amplifies this sentiment with: 
 Universities have to see the issue of persistence through the eyes of their students, hear 
 their voices, engage with their students as partners, learn from their experiences, and 
 understand how those experiences shape their responses to university policies. Only then 
 can universities further improve persistence and completion while also closing the 
 continuing equity gaps that plague our societies. (p. 6)  
Therefore, I listened to the stories of students who successfully made a swirling educational 
journey to understand the challenges and supports they encountered along the way. Their stories 
brought visibility to their swirling experiences and provided a voice that informed institutional 
educational policy and provided student leadership to other students on swirling educational 
journeys.  
Purpose and Significance of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the experiences of six swirling 
students. They attended multiple educational institutions, successfully transitioned into and 
completed an undergraduate degree at Urban State University (pseudonym), an urban Midwest 
public four-year university. I explored the individual student stories by asking students to recall 
their swirling academic journey from high school through undergraduate degree completion. I 
asked the students questions about how they made decisions regarding the process of swirling, 
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enrollment choice, and their perceptions of institutional support received during this process. I 
identified the factors that influenced student decisions and the support and barriers faced during 
their persistence to degree attainment. This study also informed the university as to the choices 
that students made when they enrolled, why they persisted to graduation, and how institutions 
may improve on their admissions, advising, and informed policy and recruitment as well as 
informed other swirling students how others overcame the barriers and obstacles of the swirling 
journey. 
This study contributed to the literature of swirling and persistence. As a result of 
conducting this study at a public urban university, adult learners, and historically marginalized 
students provided a voice that informed the literature on these student populations. It captured 
intangible aspects of the swirling process and provided insights into student perspectives on how 
the swirling educational journey affected their lives. It also provided valuable information to 
university administrators that support student services.  
There are several reasons why the study is significant. First, it revealed the reasons 
swirling students navigated the educational institutions during their journeys and how they 
successfully overcame challenges and obstacles along the way. Second, this study is significant 
because it provided the student participants with an opportunity to reflect and provide a voice to 
their insights gained while on their swirling educational journeys. Communicated in the 
participant stories were their aspirations, victories, and disappointments, which revealed how 
they were academically and socially prepared and supported and overcame hurdles that affected 
their lives. These served to inspire and motivate students that are in or will be in swirling 
educational journeys. Third, the study offered an understanding of how students interacted with 
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educational institutions during their swirling journey as well as the support they perceived as 
positive and negative as they navigated the academic and social terrains of their swirling 
academic environment. 
Overall, insights gained from the participant’s experiences of various educational 
contexts serve to raise awareness and sensitivity among educators, administrators, and readers as 
to the obstacles and opportunities that students from the swirling educational journey 
experienced in higher education. This research will inspire continued research related to swirling, 
persistence, adult education, and historically marginalized students. By gaining a greater 
understanding of the experiences of the students in higher education, educators will learn how to 
assist the students more effectively during the educational pursuits and apply their insights to 
other populations of diversity. 
This study is significant to me as a professor at Urban State University (USU) as it 
informed my understanding of the collegiate student experience and provided insights that 
informed my student interactions and teaching. I was also curious to learn why students are 
swirling and how students today experience their swirling educational journey, especially in light 
of the various electronic devices available to them (i.e., computers, cell phones, Google, etc.) 
that were not present during my educational journey. I experienced college transfers during my 
undergraduate studies when I first attended an urban private four-year university right after high 
school, reverse transferred to a community college, and then vertically transferred to a public 
four-year rural university to complete my undergraduate degrees. At the time, I considered my 
experience atypical as most of my peers went directly to a four-year university and remained 
until graduation. I switched schools as I changed my occupational focus from education to law 
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enforcement and then to business. It was also the frequency of transfers and the number of 
students that are pursuing their education in this manner that intrigues me.  
Description and Scope of the Research 
The participants in this study were six students who had recently earned (or were in their 
last semester) of their undergraduate degree at Urban State University. During their educational 
journey, they attended at least four other educational institutions and came to USU to complete 
their undergraduate degree. All of these students had swirling experiences that I considered at the 
high end of the swirling expertise and thus had the most encounters with this phenomenon. Since 
these students were attending an urban public university where there is generally a high 
percentage of adult learners and historically marginalized students, I expected to find these 
individuals in my population pool. 
I conducted my study at USU, a public four-year university with multiple campus 
locations throughout the metropolitan geographic area. The university is the only urban 
university in a statewide college and university system. This location was ideal for this study 
because of its high number of private, for-profit, and community/technical colleges within the 
area. This saturation of educational institutions within the metropolitan area was an ideal location 
to find and study swirling students because of the high percentage of adult learners and 
historically marginalized students working in the area. 
I used an exploratory qualitative narrative inquiry design in this study. This approach to 
research design uses the participant’s words to promote a “thick description” that was useful in 
understanding the participant’s experience (Geertz, 1973). I inquired how their educational 
journey was constituted, interpreted, and expressed (Clandinin, 2013). Though there are 
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numerous qualitative approaches, I selected this design because of the importance of learning 
how swirling students explain and give meaning to their experience, while documenting the 
individual lived journeys recalled through personal interviews. I considered other qualitative 
research designs, such as ethnography, case study, and grounded theory. Still, I did not choose 
them as I wanted to allow the participants to tell their unique stories in their unique voice.  
I analyzed the student’s narratives imploring a constructionist paradigm based on the 
premise that individuals construct knowledge and understandings founded on their experiences, 
social interactions, and personal perspectives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The students’ knowledge 
and experiences, therefore, are relative and transactional, based on context and social exchange, 
and provided insights into the multiple realities in a range of skills that the students applied on 
the educational journeys. 
I used thematic matrix and narrative inquiry analysis methods in the data analysis. A 
thematic matrix method is a deductive approach that searches for themes that relate to the study’s 
framework and enters them into a matrix as a way of coding the information (Deterding & 
Waters, 2018). A narrative inquiry method is an inductive approach that captures the 
participant’s educational journey stories in their voice and provides a portal into their lived 
experience while conferring meaning and sense to their experience (Bamberg, 2010). 
To understand swirling and the persistence to degree completion, Swail, Redd, & Perna 
(2003) offer a framework called the Geometric Model of Retention for Persistence and 
Achievement for Minority Students. This model is a result of the psychology and sociological 
developments of the retention theories developed after 1970 following the models of Tinto’s 
(1975, 1993) Institutional Departure model, Bean’s (1980, 1982) Student Attrition model, 
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Pascarella’s (1980) Student-Faculty Informal Contact model, and Astin’s (1984) Student 
Involvement model while also incorporating the adult learner aspect of the Bean and Metzner’s 
(1985) Non-Traditional Student Attrition model. Swail et al. (2003) added to the literature by 
including the historically marginalized student populations, and the model arose as a result of 
policies removing affirmative action practices that had affected the enrollment of Hispanic and 
African-American students. Thus, the use of Swail et al.’s model was particularly relevant in 
helping the study view the swirling experience from the adult learner and historically 
marginalized student perspective, which was representative of the students attending USU.  
This model was useful as it examined student experiences through the influence of three 
factors: cognitive (psychological), social (sociological), and institutional. Presented as legs of a 
triangle and weighted by the positive or negative effect they have on the student experience, they 
pictorially represent the forces experienced throughout their educational journey. The model is 
unique in that the student swirling educational journey was central to the model, and the factors 
represented the influences of the experience. The concept is of achieving equilibrium of the three 
factors as they indicate persistence to graduation. It is not the goal of the geometric model to be a 
perfect equilateral polygon but only be the best model of stability for the student, thus providing 
a picture of the factor forces on each student. 
Research Questions 
The research questions in this exploratory qualitative narrative inquiry study probed the 
personal stories of students who had swirled before enrollment at Urban State University and 
continued to undergraduate degree attainment. I designed the questions to gain knowledge from 
how the individual talked about and understand their experiences regarding their background, 
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swirling, and persisting to degree attainment and how cognitive, social, and institutional factors 
had shaped these experiences. Each question explored the lived experiences of each student to 
understand the meanings and insights regarding their experiences. 
This exploratory qualitative research study examined the experiences of successful 
college swirlers on their pathway to a four-year university undergraduate degree. Grounded in 
the conceptual framework guided by Swail, Redd, & Perna’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student 
Persistence and Achievement, this study explored the following research question:  
How do students, who have successfully navigated the academic and social terrains of multiple 
colleges and universities (swirling) in pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree, describe 
their journey? Correspondingly, the following sub-questions helped to uncover the common 
characteristics or outcomes associated with swirling and guided this inquiry:  
1) What cognitive, social, and institutional factors do students describe as challenges or 
barriers to their swirling and persistence to a four-year degree? 
2) What cognitive, social, and institutional factors do students describe as supporting or 
assisting in their swirling and persistence to a four-year degree? 
This research was open to new and as of yet undiscovered insights into the experiences of 
the swirling students elicited from a close authentic source, the students themselves. Considering 
the research findings in comparison and juxtaposition to the existing literature, while remaining 
open to contradictory or new results that emerged, ensured the contributions of this study to the 
literature and research on swirling, persistence, and the student experience. 
 
 
  22 
 
Definitions 
The following definitions describe the terms used throughout the study and clarify the 
terms’ intended meaning and usage.  
Adult Learner: is a student that is over the age of 25 and is juggling many other life roles 
in addition to attending college or university courses on a part-time basis (Ross-Gordon, 2011). 
Double-dipping: refers to a student that is enrolled in a community college and 
simultaneously attends a four-year institution (Gose, 1995). 
Historically marginalized students: are students defined by Urban State University as 
having any of the following characteristics; first-generation (neither parent attended college), low 
income (Pell grant eligible), and a student of color (American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, 
Black or African American, Hispanic of any race, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander or a 
student who is two or more races).  
Persistence: refers to a student’s pursuit of educational goals (Reason, 2009) and in the 
content of this study pertains to completion of a four-year undergraduate degree regardless of 
any breaks in enrollment. 
Retention: is the responsibility of the institution to support the student’s educational 
endeavors by providing support, thus aiding in the student’s persistence (Reason, 2009). 
Swirling: is the moving between and among community colleges and four-year 
universities in any direction or simultaneously to obtain course work (credit hours) to complete 
an undergraduate degree (Adelman, 2006; de los Santos & Wright, 1990; Townsend, 2001). For 
this study, the swirling movement included the student receipt of four or more college transcripts 
before enrollment at Urban State University.  
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Transfer: is any change in a student’s institution of enrollment regardless of the direction 
or pattern (Adelman, 2006; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; McCormick, 2003). 
Summary 
This chapter introduced the relevance and issues surrounding college and university 
students that attended multiple institutions (swirling) before enrollment at USU, where they 
completed their undergraduate degree, as well as the lack of research concerning swirling student 
perspectives of their college experiences. The issues affecting swirling students in higher 
education are unique and differ significantly from students that enroll directly into a four-year 
university and remain to degree completion. Listening to each individual’s unique swirling 
experiences has significance, not only to the student, but also to other swirling students, 
educational institutions, and society. Thus, the swirling experience positioned the study’s 
purpose: to examine the unique perceptions of six swirling students that swirled to acquire what 
they believed were the contributing factors to their success in college. This approach looked at 
what contributed to the student’s success from the student’s perspective rather than focusing on 
institutional reports and records to ascertain why students left the university before degree 
attainment.  
The following chapters further describe the study. Chapter 2 is a review of the literature 
on swirling and persistence and how students, particularly adult learners and historically 
marginalized students, are affected as well as a theoretical lens for considering the persistence 
and achievement of swirling students while being inclusive to the adult learners and historically 
marginalized students that may be part of the student population at Urban State University.  
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Chapter 3 details the methodology used in this exploratory qualitative study. Six 
participants from Urban State University informed this research through interviews. A 
professional transcription service processed the interviews, and the coding of the transcripts used 
the thematic matrix method and a narrative inquiry method. 
Chapter 4 examines the research findings, which include the presentation of the 
participant’s journeys along with a summarization of the journey themes. The journey stories 
provide a voice to the six participants along with their advice to educational institutions and 
other students and answer the overall research question. The journey summary themes highlight 
the common challenges and encouragements experienced by the participants during their 
journeys.  
Chapter 5 presents a discussion of the study findings as they relate to the literary themes 
and research sub-questions, limitations of the study, and implications for research, theory, and 
practice. The chapter concludes with some final thoughts on the study.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
The purpose of this study was to listen and learn from undergraduate students who 
successfully navigated the swirling educational journey and persisted in baccalaureate degree 
completion. This study enhanced understanding and discovered insights into how swirling 
students overcame the obstacles in their educational journey to the successful completion of an 
undergraduate degree and provided institutional insights into student services and support. This 
study illuminated, in the words of Adelman (2006), the “opportunities, choices, efforts, and 
commitments” (p. xv) that students made during their educational journey to degree completion. 
I organized the literature review thematically and explored the landscape of educational 
research pertinent to the main topics of swirling and persistence to unearth information regarding 
these areas of the student educational journey. This study used the conceptual framework of 
Swail, Redd, & Perna’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, 
focusing on the main areas of cognitive, social, and institutional factors that guided and informed 
this literature review and provided a model for the analysis of the student stories.  
Swirling 
Today, few observers of higher education in America hold a linear view of postsecondary 
access and success. Over one third (37.2%) of all students change institutions at some time 
before earning a degree, a rate that is consistent across all types of institutions except the for-
profit sector (Shapiro et al., 2015). Of those students, almost half (45%) changed their institution 
more than once (Shapiro et al., 2015). Counting the moves, the students made 2.4 million 
transitions from one institution to another from 2008 to 2014. Mixed enrollment students (those 
who enrolled both full- and part-time) have the highest transfer and mobility rates at 53.7% 
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(Shapiro et al., 2015). Changing institutions and changing enrollment statuses both appear to be 
strategies that students employ in reaction to their changing circumstances. It is also important to 
note that transfers from four-year institutions to community colleges may involve students who 
are likely to be taking courses at community colleges only for a short time, such as summer 
sessions as part of a continuing baccalaureate program. Student demographics have shifted to 
more adult learners, fewer full-time enrollments, and students who are generally more sensitive 
to the cost of their education. Li (2017) states, “As non-traditional students have become the 
majority of the undergraduate population in the United States, the nonlinear educational pathway 
is the new normal” (p.87). Maxwell, Hagedorn, Brocata, Moon, and Perrakis (2002) found that 
almost half of the students enrolled in a large urban area participated in alternate patterns of 
enrollment. This “new normal” of a nonlinear educational pathway is the “student experience” 
for my study. 
In this section, I describe the literature on transfer and mobility (swirling) in higher 
education that defines the multiple pathways to successful degree completion. I discuss the 
reasons and when they transfer, who are the students that swirl and the challenges, barriers, and 
support they encountered that will inform the cognitive and social force variables described in 
the study’s framework and used in the study’s analysis. 
Defining the Nonlinear Educational Journey 
Transfer, while not synonymous with swirling, means very similar things in the education 
context. Transfer and swirling both indicate student movement, and research literature often 
refers to them as enrollment patterns. Yet, it is important to note that transfer can mean multiple 
things; as a verb, a student might be getting ready to transfer to another institution; as an 
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adjective, the student might be a transfer student, a reverse transfer student, or lateral transfer 
student. As a noun, a student conducts a transfer to a four-year university. In our current research 
lexicon, the term “transfer” often refers to an upward transfer of a student from a two-year 
institution to a four-year institution (Hossler et al., 2012; Taylor & Jain, 2017). The National 
Student Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRC) issued a report in 2018 on the transfer and 
mobility patterns of students in the United States. The report, which looked at students enrolled 
in college for the first time in fall 2011, defined transfer as “any change in a student’s institution 
of enrollment irrespective of the timing, direction, or location of the move, and regardless of 
whether any credits were transferred from one institution to another” (p. 4). This report broadens 
the definition of what transfer means because it does not limit the direction of the transfer. It 
found that the linear view of college access to one initial institution does not mesh with the 
realities of current college students (Hossler et al., 2012). The term transfer is not a precise 
enough term to describe the multiple movements of students and does not adequately decipher 
between the movements of students, or student transfer, and the movement of credits or credit 
transfer (Taylor & Jain, 2017). 
There are a variety of definitions related to transfer patterns and terms. The literature 
lacks a comprehensive typology and account of transfer types and patterns (Taylor & Jain, 2017). 
Research literature has documented various enrollment patterns (e.g., transfer, swirling, and 
concurrent enrollment) and the direction of transfer (i.e., lateral, vertical, and reverse) (Adelman, 
2006; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; McCormick, 2003). Taylor (2016) offered additional terms 
or categories to the list; reverse credit transfer, concurrent enrollees (co-enrollment, double-
dipping, and simultaneous enrollees), dual credit/enrollment, and transient (see Table 1). 
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Although this list summarizes common transfer patterns and types, it is not exhaustive because it 
does not include important credit transfer programs such as the transfer of military credits, 
international transfer of credits, and the conferral of credits for competency-based education 
(Taylor & Jain, 2016).  
Table 1 
Transfer Patterns, Terms, and Definition(s) 
Transfer patterns and terms Definition(s) 
Vertical transfer Students who begin at 2-year and transfer to a 4-year with or without 
an associate degree (Townsend, 2001). 
 
Lateral transfer Students who transfer from a 2-year institution to a 2-year institution, 
or a 4-year institution to a 4-year institution (Bahr, 2009a). 
 
Reverse transfer Students who begin at a 4-year and transfer to a 2-year institution, 
including undergraduate reverse transfer students, post baccalaureate 
reverse transfer students, double reverse transfer students, and summer 
sessioners (Hagedorn & Castro, 1999; Townsend, 2001; Townsend & 
Denver, 1999). 
 
Reverse credit transfer The transfer of credits from a 4-year institution back to a 2-year 
institution for the purpose of conferring an associate’s degree (Taylor, 
2016). 
 
Swirlers and alternating enrollees Students who attend more than two institutions and transfer or who 
transfer from and to community colleges (Adelman, 2004, 2006; de los 






Students who attend more than one institution at the same time and 
who transfer courses (Adelman, 2004, 2006; Crisp, 2013; McCormick, 
2003; Townsend, 2001; Wang & Wickersham, 2014). 
 
Dual credit Transfer of college-level courses taken during high school. 
Transient Students who take courses as non-degree seeking students at 
institutions other than a home institution with the intention to transfer 
credits to home institution (McCormick, 2003). 
 
Note. These transfer terms are commonly used in the literature. We recognize these terms could 
be interpreted as hierarchical, deficit, and/or problematic, and we advocate for the development 
of critical and appropriate language to describe transfer patterns and experiences. Source. 
Adapted from Taylor (2016). 
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The definition of swirling varies according to the researchers. A description of swirling 
students first arose in de los Santos and Wright’s (1990) study of Arizona State students. They 
defined swirling students as moving “between and among community colleges and four-year 
institutions underway to the baccalaureate” (p. 32). This study recognized the invalid assumption 
of a linear relationship between community college and university. Yang, Brown, and Brown 
(2008) refer to swirling as the movement between two-year and four-year institutions, but 
Townsend (2001) characterizes swirling as vertical and horizontal movement between higher 
education institutions. Townsend and Dever (1999) concluded that swirling was when students, 
subject to life events, “move from school to school like leaves twisting in the wind” (p. 5). 
Kearney, Townsend, and Kearney (1995) identified four possible pathways for swirling. Students 
participated in swirling by transferring (a) from a four-year to a two-year institution than back to 
a four-year institution, (b) from a two-year college to two-year college than to a four-year 
college, (c) from a four-year institution to a four-year institution to yet another four-year college, 
and (d) from a two-year college to a four-year college and then to another four-year institution.  
Still, others have expanded on the swirling concept of de los Santos & Wright (1990). 
Gose (1995) coined “double-dipping” to refer to students that are enrolling in community 
colleges and simultaneously attend a four-year institution. Adelman (1999) equated enrollment at 
multiple institutions like filling bags at a shopping mall by choosing from a variety of institutions 
to collect courses and credentials.  
McCormick (2003) categorized students into different modes of attendance that expanded 
the concepts of swirling and double-dipping to include:  
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1) Trial enrollment (experimenting with the possibility of transfer by taking a few 
courses) 
2) Special program enrollment (taking advantage of unique courses and programs 
offered at other institutions) 
3) Supplemental enrollment (accelerating progress by taking additional courses – during 
summer for example at another institution) 
4) Rebounding enrollment (alternating enrollment at two institutions) 
5) Concurrent enrollment (“double-dipping”) 
6) Consolidated enrollment (taking a collection of courses at various institutions to 
complete on institutions degree program) 
7) Serial transfer (one or more intermediate transfers on the way to a destination) 
8) Independent enrollment (taking courses unrelated to the degree program, for personal 
or professional interest at other institutions). 
McCormick’s data showed that attending more than one institution did not necessarily equate to 
transferring there – an important distinction for those who work with swirling students. 
Goldrick-Rab’s (2006) quantitative study of students on pathways through college 
examined the longitudinal data from the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) to chart 
the pathways of students who started at a four-year college institution. In the study, the author 
put the definition of student mobility into four categories. Students considered “traditional” 
attended one school and did not take any time off, whereas students who attended one school but 
took time off from college have an “interrupted” path. For these two populations, a percentage of 
the study was 25% and 2%, respectively. For students attending multiple institutions, students 
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that attended more than one institution without interruption had “fluid movement,” and students 
who attended multiple institutions discontinuously had a pattern titled “interrupted movement.” 
For these two groups, the percentage in the study was 37% with fluid movement, and 9% with 
interrupted movement. While the traditional population is at 52%, that means that 48% of the 
student of the studies did not move in a singular, linear pattern. 
This distinction between “interrupted” movement and “fluid” movement is key as these 
terms relate to persistence and attrition. Goldrick-Rab (2006) found that it is typically privileged 
students who can “comparison shop” across institutions (p. 73), which means those students can 
travel fluidly across institutions, and maintain smooth transitions from and into each institution. 
Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who stop out from college often do so because of 
academic or financial issues, rather than because they are comparison-shopping as the privileged 
students do (Goldrick-Rab, 2006). Goldrick-Rab and Pfeffer (2009) found several social 
background characteristics associated with socioeconomic status and transfer patterns, which are 
parental education and family income. The study reiterated that our current postsecondary 
system in the United States favors traditional students, with traditional attendance patterns.  
Reasons for Swirling 
Several researchers have theories about why students transferred among institutions of 
higher education. In 1975, Cope and Hannah used survey data collected by the registrar’s office 
to create four reasons why students transfer: 1) reassess goals, 2) to cope with changes beyond 
the students control such as family illness, 3) to follow a loved one, and 4) to take time out to 
experience life. According to the researchers, those transfers reflected positive changes for the 
students.  
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Other research has essentially divided the literature on the reasons for transfer, including 
swirling, into two categories, forced and voluntary reasons. Forced participation consists of 
many components. One possible reason is the student who experiences academic difficulty at 
their current institution and is placed on academic suspension and even expelled from their 
current institution (Cope & Hannah, 1975; Hagedorn & Castro, 1999). Townsend and Dever 
(1999) discussed this situation as they found that students expelled for academic difficulty at a 
four-year institution improved their grades during their attendance at community college and had 
improved results in grades when they returned to a four-year institution. Another example may 
come in the form of misconduct and other rule violations of the institution that may force the 
student removal from the institution, thus giving them the only option of enrollment in another 
institution.  
Voluntary participation occurs when students leave on their own accord, not because they 
were in danger of expulsion. An example of voluntary participation was when a student chose to 
leave his or her current institution for financial hardship reasons that required them to work full-
time before going back for their education (DesJardins, McCall, Ahlburg, & Moye, 2002; 
Whiteside & Mentz, 2003). Some students left to find more affordable tuition (Bailey, 2003; 
Phelan, 1999). According to research conducted by Hagedorn and Castro (1999), students left 
due to emotional reasons like homesickness. Students also transfer due to course availability, 
dissatisfaction with the institution, or for smaller classes in a close-knit atmosphere (Bailey, 
2003; Cope & Hannah, 1975; Hagedorn & Castro, 1999).  
Dowd and Coury (2006) found loans to have a negative effect on the persistence of 
community college students due to the high uncertainty of degree completion and the “negative 
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affective component of indebtedness” (p. 33). The authors concluded that students with loans 
grew dissatisfied with their college investment decision more quickly as they considered their 
ability to succeed in college as well as potential financial return to their investment. Thus, 
students may not perceive the loan to be worth the educational outcome. Herzog (2005) found 
that academically well-prepared first-year students with unmet financial need were more likely to 
transfer to other institutions. Similarly, Goldrich-Rab and Pfeiffer (2009) found a student from 
the lowest income quartile was about half as likely as a student from the top quartile to transfer 
but three times more likely to reverse transfer. However, it is noteworthy that the lateral transfer 
considered was among four-year institutions, which have a significantly higher cost of 
attendance or attributed to the possibility that students from lower-income areas have less access 
to transportation or time to commute to more distant universities. 
Brown (2011) summarized six prevalent themes on the reasons students swirl as depicted 
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Table 2 
Six Prevalent Themes on the Reasons Student Swirl 
Student reasons   Student description 
Search for Perspective Self-discovery: pursue a life-long goal 
Reassessment of goals: change in their lives and experience something 
Intention to transfer: I really want to get out of Florida 
Institutional dissatisfaction: with advising, admissions, and academic departments 
 
Moved/Relocated Military orders 
Voluntary relocation: family or friends moved, electing move for employment 
 
Academic issues Remediation 
Academic failure 
Difficult course work 
Major availability 
 
Completion Credits could be transferred to another college 
Completion of a two year 
 
Financial Difficulty Loss of parental support 
Loss of financial aid 
Loss of scholarships 
College is too expensive 
Employment 
 
Health Concerns Student physical and mental health 




Note. These reasons and descriptions are the result of Brown’s (2011) dissertation. 
 
Student Swirl Timing 
Of those that transfer, the most prevalent time for their first transfer is during the second 
year (36.6%) of college, with another quarter of students (24.4%) transferred in their third year 
irrespective of the direction of transfer (i.e., vertical, lateral, or reverse transfer) and reach the 
lowest levels in the fifth year (Shapiro et al., 2015). Among students who transferred to four-year 
institutions, movement occurred mainly in the second and third years. However, a surprising 
number of students make their first transfer in their fourth and fifth years. About 13.3% of all 
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students who transferred did so in the fourth year, with an additional 8.9% transferred in the fifth 
year. These late transfers pose a concern when considering students’ time to degree (Hossler et 
al., 2012).  
According to a study by Bahr (2011), students are most likely to transfer laterally very 
early in their academic careers, “presumably during a period of exploration or experimentation 
with college” (p. 18). But Bahr also found that after this period of a high likelihood of swirl, “the 
chances of lateral transfer increase steadily such that students in their twelfth semester of 
enrollment experienced a risk of lateral transfer nearly equal to that of students in their second 
semester of enrollment, all else being equal” (p. 17). One possible explanation is that if a student 
has not achieved an educational goal after twelve semesters, the student may be more likely to 
seek the opportunity elsewhere. 
Who Are the Swirling Students? 
To understand who the swirlers are, we must first look at where they originated. Nearly 
half of all postsecondary students today begin their college journey at a two-year institution (49.2 
%; Shapiro at el., 2015). Of the students that first enrolled at a community college, 31.5% 
transferred to a four-year institution within six years (Shapiro, Dundar, Huie, Wakhungu, Yuan, 
Nathan, & Hwang, 2017). Students enrolled at a community college are more likely to come 
from lower-income families than those at four-year institutions (Shapiro et al., 2017). Indeed, 
low-income students are three times as likely to start at a community college as are high-income 
students (Radwin, Wine, Siegel, Bryan, & Hunt-White, 2013). The choice to begin post-
secondary education at a two-year institution results from logistical factors such as proximity to 
home, flexible course schedules, and low tuition, rather than a student’s academic ability (Chen, 
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2014). Community college students often work while enrolled; attend part-time; require 
developmental coursework; and face a host of academic, financial, and personal challenges (The 
Pell Institute, 2011). However, higher-income students tended to transfer out to four-year 
institutions at a higher rate than lower-income students did (39.9% and 25.9%, respectively; 
Shapiro at el., 2017).  
Women are more likely than men are to transfer to a four-year institution (32.6 % and 
30.0%, respectively) and more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree (14.0 % and 12.4%, 
respectively; Shapiro et al., 2018). Students 20 years of age and younger are more likely to 
transfer (45%) than students between 21-24 (24.3%) and adult learners (over age 24) (17.6%). 
Black students had the highest transfer rate (46.8%); Asian student’s transfer rate was 45.4%, 
followed by White students at 43.1% and Hispanic students at 43.4%. Full-time students 
transferred 28.5%, and just over a tenth (12.0%) of part-time students transferred. Those that 
transferred from a four-year to a two-year institution were Asian and White students (45.6% and 
40.6%, respectively) and were more likely to take summer classes and return to their four-year 
institutions in the fall. 
Adult learners. The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2012) 
released a report stating that as many as 73% of college students in the United States enrolled in 
postsecondary degree programs are adult learners. According to Ritt (2008), adult learners enroll 
in higher education to have the opportunity to gain economic benefit and personal satisfaction 
with their academic achievement, which increases their chances of providing social, political, 
and economic benefits not only for themselves but also for society. As the generations change, a 
college degree has become more important for workers to qualify for jobs that will maintain their 
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lifestyle and even meet basic needs (Mullins, 2011). Urban State University students over age 25 
represent 66% of the student body (IPEDS). It is, therefore, important to know more about the 
adult learner’s educational experience from their unique voice who, despite the challenges and 
barriers, has successfully reached degree completion.  
Defining the adult learner. Defining the adult learner is not as simple as the historical 
definition of age and part-time enrollment in educational institutions. In a broad sense, “a person 
is an adult to the extent that the individual perceives herself or himself to be essentially 
responsible for her or his own life” (Knowles, 1980, p. 24). In other words, the definition of 
‘adult’ does not necessarily have to be dictated by a certain age but as an individual who has 
taken on the multiple social roles and no longer functions as a full-time student (Taylor & Kroth, 
2009). The adult learner may be an older student who may have experienced a gap in enrollment 
(Kasworm, 2003) or have responsibilities beyond their role as a student that might include 
obligations associated with those of a worker, parent, and spouse (Houser, 2004). They also have 
a high probability that they are juggling many other life roles in addition to attending college 
classes, including spouse or partner, full-time work, caregiver, parent, and community member 
(Ross-Gordon, 2011). Many are paying full fees for their tuition and not relying on financial 
assistance, attend their classes part-time, are much older and more mature, and work full-time 
(Munro, 2011).  
Other researchers have used categories and characteristics to describe the adult learner. 
Horn and Carroll (1996) define an adult learner on a continuum based on ranking the 
characteristics into main categories of delayed enrollment, attending part-time, independence 
from parents, having dependents, working full-time while enrolled, single parenthood, and 
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having a GED or equivalent. The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance (2012), 
the National Center for Education Statistics, along with Choy (2002), defines an adult learner as 
having one of the following criteria: delayed college enrollment, attends college part-time, holds 
full-time employment, financially independent and does not rely on parental support, is a single 
parent, and did not have a high school diploma. This definition has expanded in many colleges to 
include veterans, married students, adult learners, students that start back to college after taking a 
break, or any student that does not meet the typical traditional student definition of going directly 
to college from high school around the age of 18 years old. Choy (2002) went on to further 
categorize the adult learner by how many of the criteria mentioned above a person held. For 
example, if they have one criterion, the person is minimally an adult learner, if they have two or 
three, the person is moderately an adult learner, and if four or more than highly an adult learner.  
Likewise, Levin (2007) described adult learners by breaking them into four categories 
called Adult Learner Typology. These categories characterized the risk factor that was associated 
with being an adult learner. Minimal risk students had one characteristic of an adult learner, such 
as not attending college directly out of high school; moderate risk students had two or three 
characteristics of an adult learner, such as a student that is returning to college after a break or 
one in need of financial assistance. A high-risk student had four or more characteristics of an 
adult learner student, such as entering college after a break, financial need, working 20 hours a 
week or more, or a single parent.  
To define the adult learner, researchers have found various ways to say that the adult 
learner is not a traditional student in the sense that a traditional student went directly from high 
school graduation to a college or university. For my study, I used the term “adult learner” instead 
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of “non-traditional” or other terms to describe the participants in this study but retained the term 
used by the researcher in citations. The word “(non) traditional” when referencing a student in 
higher education seems antiquated in today’s society as the educational student body is more 
complex. In general, the adult learners will be working full-time, enrolled in the university part-
time, have family obligations, and commute to classes, thus assuming more “adult” 
responsibilities versus concentrating on full-time studies. It is important to note that the 
participants juggle many responsibilities and have various factors that influence their lives, along 
with their role as a student. Acknowledging these traits and influences informed my study as the 
participants retold their educational journeys.  
Adult learner motivation. As early as 1926, Eduard C. Lindeman in The Meaning of 
Adult Education suggested that adults are motivated to learn based on their interests. That 
experience is the greatest learning resource. Adults need to be self-directed, and since individual 
differences exist and increase with age, adult education must account for these differences in 
style, time, place, and pace of learning. Adults have developed habitual ways of thinking and 
doing prejudices, defensiveness, and need help to be more open-minded (Knowles, 1984). Self- 
identity derives from experience, “so if an educational situation on adult experience is ignored, 
not valued, not made use of, is not just experience as being rejected; it is the person” (p. 11). 
The most potent motivators for adult learners are internal. These internal motivators 
include self-esteem, recognition, a better quality of life, greater self-confidence, and self-
actualization. “Adults don’t learn for the sake of learning; they learn in order to be able to 
perform a task, solve a problem, or live in a more satisfying way” (Knowles, 1984, p. 12). This is 
an anchored approach in developmental tasks or characteristics of an adult learner (Merriam & 
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Caffarella, 1991). “Adults are almost always voluntary learners, they simply disappear from 
learning experiences that do not satisfy them” (Knowles, 1990, p. 38). Pierre (1970), like 
Mezirow (1997), contends that adults transform through processes of grounded critical 
reflection. The outcomes of these processes include increased awareness of the social culture 
reality, which shapes their lives and identities as well as increases the capacity to transform that 
reality through action. Reflective, action-orientated learning approaches are attractive, critical, 
and characteristic of their developmental needs (Anderson, 2003). 
Challenges and barriers within the institution. Adult learners face many barriers when 
making decisions associated with higher education. Some of these barriers might include time 
and scheduling constraints, lack of confidence, lack of knowledge about educational 
opportunities, or financial concerns, to name a few (Pearson, 2004; Watson, 2001). Additionally, 
less prevalent barriers faced by adult learners are cultural barriers, health conditions, past 
criminal records, substance abuse, lack of family support, unstable relationships, and lack of 
academic preparedness (Spellman, 2007). According to Jesnek (2012), adult learners are also 
often first-generation college enrollees that have a difficult time adjusting to the new digital 
world in education.  
Adult learners are also at higher risk of drop out because their time and location 
constraints often conflict with their class schedule (Pontes & Pontes, 2012). The authors went on 
to identify seven key factors that increased the risk for a student to drop out which include: part-
time enrollment, delayed enrollment after high school, financial independence, dependents at 
home including spouse children or elder parents, full-time employment, single parent, and did 
not graduate from high school. 
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Summary of adult learners. Because adult students are the fastest-growing population of 
students in higher education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018) and because adult 
students persist at a lower rate than traditional-age students (Noel-Levitz, 2008; Wiggam, 2004), 
additional studies will prove helpful in understanding their unique needs. My research in this 
area added to the literature by explaining how adult learners overcame challenges and barriers 
and exposed factors that contributed to their ability to obtain an undergraduate degree 
successfully. Also, this acquired knowledge was important in understanding why adult learners 
may need different types of institutional services or programs if they are to be successful.  
Historically marginalized students. The composition of the student body at all 
educational levels has shifted demographically to include more students from Black, Latino, low-
income, and first-generation families (Shapiro et al., 2017). It is, therefore, important that the 
literature reflects the diverse needs of the student population at all levels, but specifically in 
higher education. Urban State University student population consists of 62% of people of color 
(IPEDS), and national statistics show a high rate of transfer for this group (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2018). It is, therefore, important to know more about the historically 
marginalized adult learner’s educational experience from their unique voice who, despite the 
challenges and barriers, has successfully reached degree completion.  
Researchers have explored various obstacles that hinder the historically marginalized 
students. Ethnic differences in long-term educational attainment demonstrated less academic 
success all along the way and were far more likely than white students are to leave a college 
without any degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Students described a “tracking” phenomenon 
whereby students not considered “smart” and deemed prepared for college did not receive 
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mentors and college tours and received very little assistance for their post-secondary education 
plans (Allen, Bonous-Hammarth, & Suh, 2004). There are other obstacles, such as the inability 
to take time off work, secure childcare, arrange transportation, and the lack of parental 
involvement (Mitchall & Jaeger, 2018). Mead (2018) adds the lack of financial resources to 
participate in costly school activities, test preparation to excel on the ACT or the SAT, and 
transportation costs. Findings from various research also suggest that the student’s sense of status 
relative to their peers may be additional factors that hinder their educational attainment (Johnson, 
Richeson, & Finkel, 2011; Ostove & Long, 2007). Still, others suggest a deep sense of school 
belonging, decreased academic self-efficacy, and increased experiences of stereotype threat (the 
salience of a given characteristic, such as race, impacting actual performance in stereotype-
congruent ways) have all linked to poor academic performance (Walton & Cohen, 2007; 
Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). 
Pre-college background factors. The literature often delineates historically marginalized 
students based on either being a first-generation college student, by race and ethnicity, or as a 
student from a low social-economic background. Baker and Robnet (2012) explained that studies 
have shown that educational inequalities of historically marginalized groups often stems from 
being from a low economic background, which often disproportionately results in a lack of 
academic preparation for higher education (p. 325). First-generation students, as a historically 
marginalized group, tend to enter college with pre-college background factors that present 
barriers to academic success. 
Pre-college background factors relate to a lack of adequate academic preparation, 
income, and parental knowledge or experience relating to higher education. The historically 
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marginalized, first-generation students often face this lack of social capital, which carries with it 
preconceived notions of one’s academic ability. The first-generation student does not have the 
same “preparedness, retention, and attainment as non-first-generation students” (Atherton, 2014, 
p. 825). 
Institutional and financial factors. The lack of institutional commitment to diversity and 
multicultural practices created a climate where racial/ethnic minority students face negative 
experiences, creating perceptions of the institution that differs from white students (Rankin & 
Reason, 2005). Berger (2000) examined student patterns of college decision making and related 
these patterns to socioeconomic status. Low-income students were more likely to drop out of 
their levels of grant aid were insufficient, and working-class students were more likely to drop 
out if their amounts of work-study and loans were not adequate (Paulsen & St. John, 2002). 
Financial constraints play a role in attrition (Pathways to College Network, 2003; St. 
John, 1994). One-quarter of low-income students who enroll in postsecondary education receive 
bachelor’s degrees. Financial aid, especially grants, promote persistence. The financial nexus 
model links college choice and persistence with a financial background and needs (Paulsen & St. 
John, 2002). This model asserts that student perception of college costs and the actual dollar 
amounts of costs and aid may affect persistence decisions. Institutions that strive to make their 
programs affordable provide opportunities to increase access and attainment (Baker & Velez, 
1996). 
Positive support. Baker and Robnet (2012) state that “social support from within the 
college environment appears to play a vital role in the retention of historically marginalized 
minority college students” (p. 331). Hurtado, Clayton-Pederson, Allen, and Milem (1998) found 
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that the campus climate or the institutional environment concerning inclusion affects the 
retention of students. Kuh (2008) notes that student connections to the campus environment, 
often called student engagement and student involvement, are important factors in retaining 
students. Myers (2003) asserted that the institutional environment has a powerful impact on 
student satisfaction with success in an institution. Tinto (1993) concludes that successful 
retention programs are longitudinal are tied to the admission process and involve a wide range of 
instructional actors. 
Summary of historically marginalized students. To determine how to best address the 
educational needs of these students requires listening to the historically marginalized students 
who have successfully navigated the foreign landscape of higher education. The historically 
marginalized student population enrolled in higher education institutions is often underprepared 
and has a higher rate of attrition. Therefore, this study explored and began to understand what 
these students experienced from a cognitive, social, and institutional perspective and considered 
the structures and supports offered to them that had been most valuable. This provided a 
roadmap for creating new pathways that increase the academic success and retention of 
historically marginalized college students.  
Juan Williams (2006) makes an argument that from the perspective of students from the 
lower working class (aka historically marginalized), problems are a result of a lack of strong 
leaders in their lives to promote the value of education. Other research confirms that students 
from lower social-economic backgrounds have “the fewest mentors” (Muskal, 2007, p. 286). It is 
this void of leadership in the historically marginalized student community that, when found in 
this study, was addressed. Hearing, recording, and analyzing the success stories of successful 
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individuals provided leadership for others to follow and contributed to the literature of 
historically marginalized students. 
Research on Swirling  
The research on transfer students typically examines two general categories: 1) the 
transfer process and 2) the impact of various transfer policies on student’s experiences and 
transfer student outcomes, including transfer credit efficiency (Miller, Clery, & Topper, 2018). 
There is also a substantial body of peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed literature on transfer 
student outcomes, with an emphasis on the grades, persistence, and degree completion of 
students transferring vertically and laterally (Miller at el., 2018). Bahr, Toth, Thirolf, and 
Masse’s (2013) review of the transfer literature argues that the research on the transfer process 
and the transfer student experience is wide-ranging with a disproportionate focus on community 
college practices despite the important role that four-year institutions play in transfer students 
ultimate postsecondary success.  
The literature explores vertical transfer, or transfer between institution levels using 
national surveys, federal and state databases (Bustillos, 2017; Xu, Jaggers, Fletcher, & Fink, 
2018), and institutional data (Aulk & West, 2017; Jenkins & Fink, 2016; Krieg, 2010; Laanan & 
Jain, 2016) with some studies using student record data also examined lateral transfer between 
institutions of the same type (Bahr, 2009b, 2012). 
Summary of Swirling 
Several studies have suggested that swirling has a negative effect on degree attainment, 
often through slow progress to the degree (Adelman, 2006; Dougherty, 2009; Shapiro at el., 
2015). In addition, Rab (2004) also found the baccalaureate degree attainment was lower for 
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those who swirled. More prominently, though, “none of the lower-income students in the sample 
who swirled finished a degree, compared with 23% of high-income students who swirled” (p. 
67). Rather than looking at swirling to degree completion in a deficit manner, this study asked 
successful swirling students to recall their swirling experience to inform other swirling students 
and educational institutions.  
For my research study, I defined swirling as the receipt of four or more transcripts from 
higher education institutions regardless of the actual transfer direction or enrollment pattern. The 
definition stated in Table 1 defined swirling as attending more than two institutions. On average, 
students coming into USU come in after attending three institutions. Students that have attended 
four or more institutions provided the study with participants that have a more profound 
experience with swirling and thus had experienced more challenges and barriers that required 
more personal and institutional support to accomplish degree attainment. This heightened 
experience promoted a higher degree of likelihood of producing unusual, infrequent, or just more 
than the average experiences of a swirling educational journey. 
Persistence 
College student attrition and retention are perhaps the largest problems institutions in 
higher education are facing today (Siekpe & Barksdale, 2013). Despite years of research 
addressing college retention, graduation rates are still moderate in the United States (Bowman & 
Denson, 2014). The non-completion rates of degrees in higher education lead to extensive 
immediate and long-term financial costs of universities, and non-completion rates lead to 
substantial costs for students (Bowman & Denson, 2014). In theory, the route transfer students 
take to enroll at the university would be linear and unhindered. Often, this is not the case. 
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Transfer students experience obstacles before, during, and after the application process that 
affects their transition into the university.  
Today, the topics of college retention and student persistence is an area studied more than 
any other field related to higher education (Berger, Ramirez, & Lyon, 2012). The literature on 
student retention in higher education is rich with the theoretical models and empirical studies that 
gained consideration among researchers and educators over the last four decades. Although the 
student attrition phenomenon has been a major concern for educational institutions and educators 
since the establishment of the formal education system (Habley, Bloom, & Robbins, 2012; 
Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1993), theoretical models arising from the systematic study of the 
phenomenon did not develop until the early 1970s (Berger et al., 2012).  
In this section, I describe the literature and theories, comment on the research, and 
discuss the student factors relating to persistence in higher education. This contributed to the 
research on swirling student persistence and informed the cognitive and social force variables 
described in the framework and used in the study’s analysis. 
Persistence Definitions 
According to Marshall (2008), retention, attrition, persistence, and withdrawal are words 
commonly used interchangeably in college campus discussions referencing student enrollment. 
Persistence and retention literature have two distinct roles in higher education. Persistence relates 
to the students’ educational goals, while retention is the responsibility of the institution to 
prevent attrition, thus aiding in a student’s persistence (Reason, 2009). In other words, 
“institutions retain and students persist” (Hagedorn, 2012, p. 85). Tinto (2017) states that the 
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students’ use of the word “persistence” implies motivation and that students “have to want to 
persist to degree completion in order to expend considerable effort to do so” (p. 1).  
Theories on Persistence 
Persistence researchers have developed several economic, sociological, and 
socioeconomic theories and models to conceptualize the student persistence process (Chen & 
DesJardins, 2008; Hu, 2011). The distinction between theories and models is that theories refer 
to a conceptual representation of (a student’s) behavior patterns within an organized framework 
of abstract/big-picture issues (Terenzini & Reason, 2005), while the model’s design represents a 
concrete explanation of specific phenomena, constructs, and events within a given context 
(Braxton, Shaw-Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997). This section will investigate persistence theories as 
it relates to student behaviors and informs this study regarding the cognitive and social factors 
affecting students. The Swail, Redd, and Perna (2003) Model of Geometric Persistence and 
Achievement assisted in the overall guidance and analysis of the study.  
Economic theories of student persistence. Economic theories of student persistence, 
like Human Capital Theory, have taken the position that persistence represents a rational 
decision-making process, where students determine the value of their education (Becker, 1975; 
Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Montmarquette, Cannings & Mahseredjian, 2002; St. John, 2003). 
Essentially, they argue that students will weigh the immediate cost of their postsecondary 
education (i.e., tuition, fees, room, and board) against any potential future earnings that a degree 
in a field would provide (St. John, Hu, & Fisher, 2011). They represent education as an extension 
of the concept of physical capital (i.e., tools, machines, and equipment) applied to human beings, 
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where education is a tool for learning new skills and abilities that leads to the development of a 
more productive individual (Becker, 1975). 
Researchers have applied these economic persistence theories to macroeconomic issues 
exploring the impact of federal and state government investments in higher education, and 
microeconomic issues such as the impact of increasing tuition fees on student persistence (St. 
John et al., 2011). These studies have established that educational costs are one of the most 
common and critical barriers for college degree attainment (Cornwell, Mustard, & Sridhar, 2006; 
DesJardis et al., 2002; Dynarski, 2000) where financial variables explained approximately 50% 
of the variance in student persistence at public colleges (Paulson & St. John, 1997). These 
economic theories have two assumptions: 1) that students can calculate the value of a college 
education by weighing the expected future benefits against the actual and deferred cost of 
obtaining that education, and 2) that every student is equally capable of persisting to graduation 
once they have passed the entry requirements and selection process. Therefore, their solutions 
have generally suggested that colleges and universities could improve persistence by informing 
students of the future educational outcomes (i.e., increase knowledge, and critical thinking 
skills), and the related benefits (i.e., opportunities for future employment and better quality of 
life) they are likely to receive after completing the college program (Becker, 1975). 
Opponents of economic research have argued that these theories presented a simplified 
persistence process, since the actual impact of financial aid on student persistence (or lack 
thereof) could only test students who have adequate resources to complete a college education on 
their own (St. John, Cabrera, Nora, & Asker, 2003). After all, the sticker price of college tuition 
and fees may discourage low-income families from attending college or university before they 
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account for any potential scholarships and financial aid they may receive, simply because they 
cannot pay for most four-year colleges (St. John et al., 2011). Economic theories have received 
criticism for presenting students as being wholly self-interested beings with independent goals 
that ignore many of the cultural norms and interpersonal relationships present within our society 
(Coleman, 1988). 
Social theories of student persistence. Social theories of student persistence have 
generally focused on the role of social networks and the impact of academic preparation within 
specific student groups (i.e., low-income students). These studies have argued that a student’s 
life experiences, professional goals, and financial obligations affect their decision to enroll, 
persist, or withdrawal from higher education (Allen, Harris, & Dinwiddie, 2008; Cabrera, Nora, 
& Castaneda, 1992; Tierney & Venegas, 2007). For instance, the Status Attainment Model 
represents education as a lifelong process that is influenced by family background, student 
aspirations, academic ability, educational attainment, occupational status (Hu, Trengove, & 
Zhang, 2012). It has adopted the position that the United States educational system operates as a 
meritocracy, where only the best students (i.e., those who are most academically able) will 
succeed and ultimately persist to graduation (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2012; Breen & Jonsson 
2005; Sewell & Hauser, 1975). Therefore, any differences found in the educational attainment of 
various demographic populations result from the skills and abilities of individual students. 
Researchers have applied this theory in their examination of the impact of state merit aid 
scholarship programs, where the focus is on identifying the unequal distribution of students of 
different race/ethnic backgrounds (Heller & Marin, 2002). Their persistence could depend on 
how different students of different racial/ethnic groups respond to the financial incentives they 
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received for their academic performance (Becker, 1975; Chen & DesJardins, 2010; Leslie & 
Brinkman, 1988; Montmarquette et al., 2002; St. John, 2003). 
Socioeconomic theories of student persistence. High-income parent’s socioeconomic 
status and educational levels consistently associate with persistence (Dougherty & Kienzl, 2006; 
Porchea, Allen, Robbins, & Phelps, 2010; Wang, 2009). Moreover, Dougherty and Kienzel 
(2006) found that even after controlling for pre-college academic preparation, occupational 
aspirations, educational aspirations, enrollment status, and college majors, students whose 
parents had higher incomes, higher educational levels in more prestigious occupations had a 
large and statistically significant advantage in transfer to a university over students with lower-
income backgrounds. This benefit attributes to the student’s ability to access familial resources, 
which can be financial and cultural (in terms of higher education knowledge and navigational 
skills) that low income and first-generation college students do not have the supports. Students 
may need to accommodate a work schedule and attend community colleges near their home or 
work that offer different class schedules. They may also have had less guidance from parents and 
the college going-process and need to explore different institutions to fill the void.  
Critique of Persistence Research 
An extensive review of the current literature suggested that most researchers had focused 
on quantitative data methods in their examination of the persistence process. These studies had 
generally based their findings on a range of academic variables (i.e., high school GPA, collegiate 
GPA, and ACT/SAT scores) as they attempted to quantify student ability, define acceptable 
academic behavior within various institutions (Tinto, 1993) in terms of content knowledge, 
subject mastery, motivation, study habits, and time management skills within a given population 
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(Roderick, Nagaoka, Coco, & Moeller, 2008). Unfortunately, even students who exhibit the best 
of these skills and abilities might fail to graduate, so while it may seem to be a rather 
straightforward relationship, the persistence process is quite complex. Tinto (1993) stated that 
much of what we currently know about the student persistence process has its bases in 
stereotypical portraits that described relationships between persistence variables without 
providing any specific or consistent explanation of the actual relationships between these 
persistence variables. This institutional focus on the student persistence process would also 
produce data that faculty/staff could then use to develop programs and policies to improve 
student retention within a given institution (Tinto, 1993).  
There are still many aspects of student persistence success that have received little 
examination, even with an extensive body of research covering more than 30 years. For instance, 
some researchers claim that the diversification of America’s student body has affected these 
findings and has prevented them from developing a persistence model that accurately predict 
student withdrawal, so they began to focus on persistence within specific demographic groups 
and institutional types (Berger & Lyon, 2005; Horn & Carroll, 2007; Peter & Horn, 2005; 
Lundy, 2010). Numerous studies have reported to the disparities in student persistence within 
demographic groups. For example, 44% of white and 71% of Asian students typically obtain a 
baccalaureate degree within six years of their initial enrollment, while only 23% of African-
American students and 21% of Latino students complete their degree within the same period 
(McFarland et al., 2019). 
Researchers have also examined the influence of academic factors (Adelman, 2006; 
Leppel, 2001), social stereotypes (Conway-Klassen, 2010; Leppel, 2001), and financial aid (St. 
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John et al., 2003) on the persistence process. Studies examining the effects of academic majors 
have produced conflicting results, with some finding no significant association between 
academic major overall educational attainments (Hu, 2011; Pascarella, Smart, Ethington, & 
Nettles, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Others have reported that students enrolled in 
social science programs will have higher levels of educational attainment (Pascarella, Ethington, 
& Smart, 1988). One potential explanation of these conflicting results is that students in social 
science programs may experience more teacher-student interactions, which have shown to be a 
positive influence in both student performance and degree completion (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
1991; Tinto, 1993). Additional studies have found increase student persistence within technical 
science fields, which are likely the result of the higher market value of these professional 
programs (Maltese & Tai, 2011; Reisberg, 1999). As Human Capital Theory posits students who 
earn an accounting, mathematics, and economic degree enjoy higher incomes which increase 
their opportunity to earn a higher return on their investment which may then lead to higher 
enrollment and persistence in these programs (Montmarquette et al., 2002; Smart, 1988). 
Similarly, the market value of these professional programs may also explain why African-
American students majoring in health, business, engineering, and computer science degree 
programs were more likely to persist when compared with African-American students who had 
undeclared majors (St. John, Hu, Simmons, Carter, & Weber, 2004).  
Individually these projects have provided valuable insights into the student withdrawal 
process, but certain limitations within each theoretical perspective need addressing. For instance, 
economic theories will often fail to assess academic and social factors of the persistence process. 
In contrast, social researchers will often ignore the characteristics of a specific university or 
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college, preferring the big-picture view of these issues (Chen & DesJardin, 2008). Concerns over 
generalizability (Jeffreys, 2012) arise as most student retention studies occur in particular 
institutions, and their findings not easily generalized to other institutions (Boston & Ice, 2011; 
Pascarella, 1980). Studies have also focused on traditional academic institutions and traditional 
types of students with a lack of studies on students of minority groups and part-time older 
students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton & Lee, 2005).  
Studies have reported that transfer students face psychological, academic, and 
environmental challenges as they transition between institutions. Still, even in this specialized 
area, research has continued to focus on the quantitative aspects of the persistence process, 
ignoring the psychological and environmental aspects of this process (Lanning, 2004). 
Researchers refer to the “transfer shock” phenomena. Still, even these studies often fail to 
explore the specific attributes, psychological social-cultural stresses, or the strategies students 
employed to relieve the stresses as they adapt to a new institutional culture of larger classes, 
higher academic requirements, and develop new relationships (Holahan, Green, & Kelly, 1981; 
Laanan, 2001). What is more, the very definition of transfer shock has been restricted to the first 
or second semester, even though there is some indication that this adjustment period may extend 
further into a student’s academic career. Transfer students often report being less engaged in 
activities organizations, having fewer interactions with faculty, participating in fewer educational 
enrichment programs, and reporting little gain from their college experiences (Ishitani & 
McKitrick, 2010). 
Factors Relating to Adult Learners’ Persistence 
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Prior research on adult learning in higher education has identified several areas of 
relevance to the educators and administrators who work with this segment of the college 
population. While the bulk of the research design is to assess the effectiveness of the factors that 
most contribute to the success of adult learners, several studies have attempted to determine 
which particular characteristics have the most impact on academic achievement, persistence, and 
retention (Kim, Sax, Lee, & Hagedorn, 2010; Pearson, 2004; Ritt, 2008; Watson, 2001). 
Furthermore, the diverse nature of adult learners can compound this analysis as it may be 
challenging to determine which factors might relate to persistence or degree completion. Some 
adults enter college with little to no work or educational experience, while others established in 
their careers, simply need to finish a degree. The age differences also vary tremendously among 
this student type from the early twenties to well beyond sixty years of age. For these reasons and 
many others, it may be difficult to understand what inspires adults to return to school and what 
factors motivate and encourage them to stay and finish a degree. Issues primarily associated with 
degree persistence among adults are: personal or situational, psychological or dispositional, and 
institutional (Ritt, 2008; Watson, 2001).  
 Personal or situational factors. Personal factors include the demographics of a student, 
such as age, gender, level of education, the amount of time that has elapsed since last attending 
college, prior academic performance, and family background (Kim et al., 2010; Pearson, 2004). 
Family obligations, employment responsibilities, and financial circumstances are several 
examples of situational factors (Watson, 2001). In a study by Kim et al. (2010), the most 
significant finding suggests that younger students who worked more than 20 hours per week had 
the highest number of completed credits, attended classes more often, and had the greatest 
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aspirations for degree completion. On the other hand, the adult learner places heavy emphasis on 
student engagement when they are choosing to continue enrollment. They also lead busy lives 
while attending the university, as it is only one of their multiple responsibilities (Wyatt, 2011). 
 Psychological and dispositional factors. Many students experience psychological 
effects as they experience doubts or insecurities in their ability to navigate the collegiate 
environment or perform successfully academically (Kasworm, 2008). According to Bye, 
Pushkar, and Conway (2007), adult learners are slightly more motivated than traditional students 
are due to their levels of intrinsic motivation. Consistent with Knowles’ (1980, 1984) theory of 
internal motivation, and the reasons for learning, interest plays a major role in predicting the 
effect of intrinsic motivation. The greater the level of interest, the more predisposed adult 
learners are in seeking knowledge, which in turn leads to lifelong learning.  
Adult learners set goals, and successful adult learners are willing to sacrifice something 
for education. Whether it is time, finances, or work, they need to be motivated and prepared to 
study to complete the course work while managing their activities and schedules. The degree to 
which students can accomplish these tasks greatly influences completion rates (Yum, Kember, & 
Siaw, 2005). The emotional well-being of an adult learner is as critical to persistence as 
academics. The support systems are crucial in alleviating the stress levels of adult learners as 
they attempt to juggle the varying responsibilities of work, spouse, or parent while attending 
college. For adults, the relationships with faculty and staff have the greatest effect on the success 
of the college experience (Graham & Gisi, 2000; Kasworm, 2003). In addition to the family, off-
campus friends, and work colleagues, students also report the benefits of receiving support from 
peers and other contacts on campus to progress in their course study (Lundberg, McIntire, & 
  57 
 
Creasman, 2008; Schomer & Gonzales-Monteagudo, 2013). For the adult learner, stress comes 
from work, school, and families, while the traditional student’s stress because of academic and 
social concerns (Forbus, Newbold, & Mehta, 2011).  
 Institutional factors. Institutional practices, policies, and services may influence adult 
learners’ ability to persist in completing a degree. Several examples include those associated 
with student engagement, admissions, curriculum, advising, student services, communications, 
faculty, and staff support, and a sense of belonging (Pearson, 2004; Wyatt, 2011). Understanding 
the needs of adult learners is imperative for institutions when addressing questions about whose 
responsibility it is to ensure that student expectations and needs connect to university policies 
and practices (Stevens, 2011). Adult learners choose a college or university based on 
accessibility, flexibility in course scheduling, and meeting their specific needs at the time, 
whether it is their first institution or beyond (Kasworm, 2003). This process becomes an ongoing 
challenge for colleges and universities to provide the best possible system that continually meets 
the changing needs of its adult students.  
Historically, institutional climate and culture designs favored the traditional student 
(Watson, 2001), but Oseguera and Rhee (2009) suggest that it may be beneficial for institutions 
to pay close attention to and work with transfer and lower socioeconomic status students. One 
way to accomplish this is to emphasize student engagement. Adults learn best when meaning 
through a connection between the learning experience and the adult social and psychological 
roles is established (Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002). The classroom is not only the center 
of learning but provides the social context through which the interpersonal connections with 
professors and student colleagues flourish (Kasworm, 2008; Wyatt, 2011).  
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In the classroom, adult learners will respond more positively to education grounded in the 
andragogic approach to learning, which incorporates self-directed learning (Knowles, 1980, 
1984). Self-directed learning suggests that adults come to the classroom with an active mind and 
willingness to learn and that they want a purpose for learning something new and the need for it 
to make sense on the grander scale (Merriam, 2001). Chen (2014) concurred in a qualitative 
study that examined the learning experiences of adult learners enrolled in a course built on core 
adult learning theory. The importance of self-directed learning became evident with the ability of 
the students to make meaning of their own experiences through topic choice, reflection, and the 
removal of all oppressive barriers.  
Adult learners will also benefit from available university resources such as the library, 
advising and academic support services, and timely communication of important information 
(Hoffmann, Posteraro, & Presz, 1994) while Pusser, Breneman, & Gansneder (2007) recommend 
that these resources be available on campus at times more conducive to adults’ schedules. 
Communication with faculty and staff was extremely important for adult learners’ understanding 
of the policies and services provided by the institution as well as in the classroom (Wyatt, 2011). 
According to Houser (2004), adult learners want their instructors to communicate open-
mindedness, respect, and have the realization that each student is unique and diverse. Therefore, 
adult learners need information, and faculty and staff need to be mindful of the time restraints, 
and other circumstances often experience by the adult learner population that may interfere with 
success and persistence.  
Factors Relating to Low-income Students 
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Researchers have also suggested that the examination of persistence within the smaller 
demographic groups could provide some meaningful context for the student persistence process 
by outlining the decision-making processes within a given population (Choy, 2001; Horn & 
Carroll, 2007; Peter & Horn, 2005; Lundy, 2010). For instance, it established that low-income 
students typically face more disadvantages within Americans postsecondary education systems, 
regardless of their previous academic preparation (Van Galan, 2000; Reason, 2009). Although 
there are always counterpoints, such as the fact that low-income students are more likely to 
enroll in less selective institutions with fewer resources to assist them in their academic and or 
social development (Astin, 1984; Hearne, 1984, 1990; Hossler, Schmidt, & Vesper, 1999; 
Paulson & St. John, 2002), this trend can create a downward spiral as abandoned students pursue 
their education without significant guidance (Reason, 2009). 
Furthermore, persistence researchers have just begun to examine the impact of financial 
aid programs within socioeconomic groups, which indicates that low income and minority 
students are more sensitive to the type and amount of financial aid awarded (Chen & DesJardins, 
2010). After all, the shifting financial policies of state legislative governing boards and 
policymakers over the past 30 years have resulted in a significant increase in the tuition and fees 
students face in pursuit of postsecondary education. For example, the educational cost for low-
income families has increased by 33%, while families within the top income quartile have only 
increased their financial burdens by 9% (Choy, 2001). Minority and low-income students face a 
greater percentage of unmet needs after using all financial aid since approximately 50% of all 
African-American, and 58% of all Hispanic students had unmet financial needs compared to only 
40% of white students (Long & Riley, 2007). These financial obligations of supporting their 
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expenses (i.e., tuition, fees, room, and board, etc.) may limit the social and economic 
achievement of low-income students since researchers have surmised that there is a critical point 
where students become so concerned with how they will pay for college that they begin to focus 
less on the academics and more on their finances (Strater, 2009). These financial obligations may 
explain why first-generation, and low-income college students are less involved with collegiate 
programs, activities, and faculty members when compared to the more affluent peers (Terenzini, 
Cabrera, & Bernal, 2001; Cuccaro-Alamin & Choy, 1998; Terenzini et al., 2001; Walpole, 
2003). Unfortunately, reporting the actual impact of financial aid policies and student persistence 
(or lack thereof) is difficult to determine since it can only test students who have adequate 
resources to complete a college education on their own (St. John at el., 2003). 
Summary of factors. Klemp (1988) may have summed up all of the above factors by 
stating that confidence is the most important intrapersonal factor in student success. Similarly, 
Tinto (2017) suggested that successful persistence comes from student motivation theory, 
namely, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceived value of the curriculum. Self-efficacy is 
a personal belief in their ability to succeed. It comes from some degree of control over their 
environment and influences how a person addresses goals, tasks, and challenges. Sense of 
belonging comes from how students view themselves as a member of the community of other 
students, academics, and professional staff which serves as a commitment that binds the 
individual to the group or community (Hurtado & Carter, 1966; Strayhorn, 2012). While the 
curriculum needs a sense of value (Tinto, 2017) and students need to perceive the learned 
material to be relevant to what they want to learn and pertinent to their future to warrant their 
time and effort (Tessema, Ready, & Yu, 2012).  
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Summary of Persistence 
This section presented a comprehensive outline of the developmental aspects of 
America’s “persistent puzzle.” The evolution of student characteristics and the problems 
associated with previous attempts to develop a “cookie-cutter” theory of student persistence, 
which has led to a more focused examination of student persistence within specific student 
groups (Heller & Marin 2002; Tinto, 1993). This literature review found that researchers have 
largely focused on the large-scale quantitative aspects of the persistent process of native student 
populations in the early stages of an academic career. These studies have helped identify a list of 
the most common variables affecting student persistence. Still, the measures employed in these 
quantitative studies have addressed the outcomes of the persistent process and ignore the daily 
life experiences of students as they transition from one institution to another (Tinto, 1993). This 
limits the application of these findings since the broad-based analysis of quantitative student data 
does not easily correspond with institutionally based programs policies designed to improve 
retention programs (Tinto, 1993). As a result, a few prominent researchers have suggested that 
future studies should examine the daily life experiences of students as they transition between 
institutions and persist to degree completion (Auerbach, 2007; Tinto, 1993). Tinto (2017) echoes 
this sentiment by acknowledging that the student’s view of their experiences can differ from 
those of the university and those universities:  
Have to see the issue of persistence through the eyes of their students, hear their voices, 
engage with their students as partners, learn from their experiences, and understand how 
those experiences shape their responses to university policy, and only then can 
universities improve persistence and completion. (p. 6)  
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This study provided additional research on the daily life experiences of students that swirled to 
degree completion by asking them to tell their educational journey story.  
Retention/Persistence Models 
The literature on student retention in higher education is rich in the theoretical models 
and empirical studies that gain consideration among researchers and educators over the last four 
decades (Aljohani, 2016). Looking at this work sets the stage to understand the progression of 
thought as it pertains to the study of retention and persistence. This history shows the 
development of ideas between the focus on the student as the responsible agent to persist to the 
focus on the institution to aid and assist in retention to both bearing some responsibility. Having 
these insights will provide a deeper appreciation and understanding of Swail, Redd, & Perna’s 
(2003) framework. 
The student attrition phenomenon has been a major concern for educational institutions 
and educators since the establishment of the formal education system (Habley et al., 2012; 
Seidman, 2005; Tinto, 1993), theoretical models arising from the systematic study of 
retention/attrition did not develop until the early 1970s (Berger, Ramirex, & Lyon, 2012). Berger 
et al. (2012) established nine eras and then divided them into two main categories. In the first 
category, they grouped all the eras before the 1960s (four eras) together, as they share a lack of 
systematic approach toward student retention. The second category includes the last five eras, 
starting from the 1960s and continuing until the present. The authors argue that during this 
period, student retention became a global concern, and consequently, systematic and theoretical 
studies began development. 
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Before 1970, various attempts occurred to study student attrition (Bayer, 1968; Campbell 
& Fiske, 1959; Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Marks, 1967; Marsh, 1966; Panos & Astin, 1968; 
Summerskill, 1962). However, the focus of these studies was primarily on the characteristics of 
individual students, rather than on their interactions with college environments. Student attrition 
appeared in terms of the student's characteristics, personal attributes, and shortcomings (Berger 
et al., 2012; Habley et al., 2012; Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1993, 2006). According to Berger et 
al. (2012), previous studies “had been grounded in psychology rather than sociology” (p. 18). 
Moreover, as Spady (1970) noted, these studies lacked “theoretical and empirical coherence … 
conceptual clarity, methodological rigor, the complexity of design, breath, and analytic 
sophistication … definite theoretical basis” (p. 64). 
During the late 1960s and the 1970s, systematic studies attempted to conceptualize 
retention frameworks that included the notion that the student-college relationship became more 
frequent (Bayer, 1968; Bean, 1980; Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Marsh, 1966; Panos & Astin, 
1968; Spady, 1970, 1971; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1977; Tinto, 1975). According to Berger et al. 
(2012), by 1970, the era of building retention theories had begun, mainly with Spady's (1971) 
work, “Dropouts from higher education: an interdisciplinary review and synthesis.” This was the 
first sociological student retention model. According to Spady, there were two systems in each 
college (academic and social) and at least two factors in each system that influence a student’s 
decision to withdraw: grades and intellectual development in the academic system (Markle, 
2015; Gigliotti & Huff, 1995; Metzner & Bean, 1987) and normative congruence and friendship 
support in the social system. After Spady’s work, later studies and models took into account the 
nature of students' institutional relationships. By the 1970s, the introduction of the term 
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“retention” to describe student persistence included the concept that institutions shared 
responsibility in influencing students' decisions regarding “dropping out” (Habley et al., 2012). 
Since then, many student retention studies have been conducted and theoretical models 
developed, such as Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model (1975, 1993), Bean’s Student Attrition 
Model (1980, 1982), the Student-Faculty Informal Contact Model (Pascarella, 1980), Astin’s 
Student Involvement Model (1984), the Non-Traditional Student Attrition Model (Bean & 
Metzner, 1985), the Student Retention Integrated Model (Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1993), 
Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering (1989) transition theory of Moving in … Moving through … 
Moving on, and Swail, Redd, & Perna's (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and 
Achievement. 
While the theoretical or conceptual backgrounds of the student retention models are 
varied, the authors of the most distinguished student retention models of the last four decades, 
Spady(1971), Tinto (1975, 1993), and Bean (1980, 1983) point to three famous theories or 
conceptual, theoretical sources as having inspired their work. These are the suicide theory 
(Durkheim, 1951) from the field of sociology, the theoretical views of the rites of passage in 
tribal societies (Van Gennep, 1960) from the field of social anthropology, and the concept of 
labor turnover from the area of human resources (Price, 1977). 
Most of the psychological (personality, abilities, and motivation) and sociological 
(attributes and position within the broader context of academic institutions and society) student 
retention theories and models developed after 1970 have their roots in Durkheim’s famous work, 
Suicide (Durkheim, 1951). According to Durkheim, suicide results from an individual’s lack of 
social and intellectual integration into the social life of his or her society. This is the linking 
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point, according to the early student retention models (Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1975), between 
suicidal behavior and student attrition behavior. Tinto (1993) argued that although dropping out 
from a higher education institution is not necessarily equivalent to failing, there are some 
similarities with the process of suicide in the sense that both behaviors appear as a form of 
voluntary withdrawal from a particular society.  
Tinto (1993) also relied partially on Van Gennep’s (1960) study of the rites of passage in 
tribal societies from the field of social anthropology. In his work, Van Gennep describes the 
three stages of separation, transition, and incorporation as phases of transmission of relationships 
between succeeding groups (Elkins, Braxton, & James, 2000; Tinto, 1987, 1993). Tinto (1993) 
utilizes this concept of rites of passage to explain “the longitudinal process of student persistence 
in college” (p. 94). He argued that, in the first phase, college students have to “separate” 
themselves from their old communities to allow for the adoption of the norms and behaviors of 
the nuance. In the next phase, college students “transition” towards the final stage of 
incorporation with the standards of the new community. Finally, in the third phase, after 
successfully separating themselves from the norms and behaviors of the old communities, 
students integrated into the new societies of the colleges.  
Another theoretical foundation of student attrition studies derives from the studies of 
turnover in work organizations, particularly from the works of Price (1977) and Price and 
Mueller (1981). The student attrition model of Bean (1980) was the first model to adopt this 
concept. The definition of employee turnover in work organizations is “the degree of individual 
movement across the membership boundary of a social system” (Price, 1977, p. 4). While the 
“pay” variable is one of the most important predictors of employee turnover in work 
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organizations, Bean claimed that student Grade Point Average (GPA), development, institutional 
quality, and practical value are the equivalent predictors in the education system.  
Swail, Redd, and Perna’s (2003) framework incorporate the three main ideas that students 
need a sense of social and intellectual integration into their new society, a sense of transition 
with separation from their old community to integration into the new community, and a payoff in 
terms of GPA and practical value. The foundation of the model is the educational institution 
support provided to the student. The student is responsible and influenced by their academic 
preparation and social connections. Therefore, the model serves as an appropriate lens to view all 
of the students that swirl through their educational journey and encompassing to account for the 
varied experiences encountered along the way.  
Conceptual Framework: Swail, Redd, & Perna’s Geometric Model of Persistence and 
Achievement 
Swail, Redd, and Perna (2003) developed the Geometric Model of Student Persistence 
and Achievement that focuses on students’ cognitive and social factors and institutional practice. 
The model simultaneously describes persistence and achievement because of the inextricable 
relationship between the two variables. The main concept of this model is equilibrium. When the 
forces of social, cognitive, and institutional elements on the student combine equally to create 
equilibrium, the model indicates that persistence, graduation, and achievement will occur. The 
model’s focus is on the cognitive and social attributes that the student brings to campus and the 
institutional role in the student experience. This geometric model differs from other models and 
is appropriate for this study as it considers the adult learner and historically marginalized student 
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perspective. At the same time, it places the student educational journey experience at the center 
of the model. 
Taking the shape of a triangle, the model positions the institutional factors as the base and 
the student’s cognitive and social factors on the other two sides (See Figure 1). The triangle’s 
interior represents the complex set of internal processes within each student that fosters their 
ability to persist and achieve. For this study, the interior represented the students swirling 
experience. The area external to the triangle represents all outside variables that influenced the 
student’s development and decision making (Swail et al., 2003). This structure, the authors 
postulated, allows institutional factors to support the student when challenges to the student’s 
achievement, imposed by outside variables, impact student development and decision making, or 
when there is a deficit of either academic (cognitive) aptitudes or social support. 
Figure 1 
Swail, Redd, & Perna’s Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 
 
 
Note. Swail, Redd, & Perna’s (2003) model showing the elements of the cognitive, social, and 
institutional factors. 
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Cognitive factors form the psychological theories and specifically focus on the academic 
ability, the strengths, and weaknesses of the student, such as the level of proficiency in reading, 
writing, and mathematics. These include intelligence and knowledge, such as content knowledge, 
critical thinking ability, study skills, learning skills, time management, as well as academic skills 
and engagement. These variables relate to the student’s ability to comprehend and complete the 
academic portion of the university curriculum. An important element of these cognitive factors 
relating to persistence and achievement is the student’s decision-making and problem-solving 
ability.  
Social factors form the sociological attributes, such as the ability to interact effectively 
with others, personal attitudes, and cultural history, that form a set of external factors that 
characterize the individual. This refers to the student’s environmental situations, personal 
dispositions, and other social experiences. These include financial issues, educational legacy, and 
attitude towards learning, maturity, social coping skills, communication skills, cultural values, 
expectations, goal commitment, family influence, peer influence, and social lifestyle. These 
social factors are important to the student’s stability.  
Institutional factors refer to the ability, in either intended or unintended way, of the 
college to support students both academically and socially that promotes persistence and 
achievement. These interactions may occur within the areas of financial aid, student services, 
equipment and admissions, academic services, and curriculum and instruction. Issues related to 
course availability, content, and instruction affect a student’s ability to persist, as do support 
services such as tutoring, mentoring, and career counseling. The geometric model places 
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institutional factors at the base of the triangle because it is the university that forms the 
foundation for college success. 
Achieving equilibrium is the status in which the student is in a mode to persist in college. 
As the cognitive, social, and institution force variables measure positive or negative (a series of 
plus or minus experiences that mold the behavior and characteristics of the student) influences on 
their respective triangle leg, the strength of the model is affected (See Figure 2). To balance or 
stay in equilibrium, strength must come from one or the other triangle legs. The separate impact 
of variables can combine and work with or against other variables, which Swail et al. (2003) 
define as “reciprocity” (p. 81). This combination of forces (reciprocity) gives a net effect for 
each of the three legs of the geometric model. When the cognitive, social, and institutional forces 
combine to support student persistence and achievement, the model is stable and in equilibrium. 
When equilibrium is lost, students risk reducing their academic and social integration with the 
institution and therefore risk stopping or dropping out (Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975). 
Figure 2 
Impact of Individual Factors on Student Persistence and Achievement 
 
Note. The Swail, Redd, & Perna (2003) framework model showing the cognitive, social, and 
institution force variables measuring positive or negative. 
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It is not the goal of the geometric model to be a perfect equilateral polygon (that is, an 
equal effect from each source) but only the best model of stability for the student. It is the 
“individuality of the student that necessitates that the model must shift and sway and evolve in a 
variety of ways and still provide a model of stability” (Swail at et., 2003 p. 82). This ebb-and-
flow causes the shifts in one cognitive or social area and will initiate a protective response in the 
other to counterbalance that shift. In this way, the model changes shape and visually depicts the 
cognitive and social forces acting on the individual student (See Figure 3). The geometric model 
illustrates this with four visual models: A) the perfect polygon, the three forces exert the same 
force and are supported equally by the institution, B) socially strong/academically weak, the 
institution must match the academic needs of the student to achieve equilibrium, C) cognitively 
strong/socially weak, the institution must provide social stimulation to integrate the student into 
the campus community, and D) socially and cognitively strong, the institution just needs to be 
there and not get in the way. These models are in equilibrium because of the ability of the 
institution to deliver the appropriate level of support services to counter the student’s strengths 
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Figure 3 
















Note. These diagrams show the results of the forces on the model triangles (Swail et al., 2003) 
 
This framework guided this study and was appropriate because it placed the student at the 
center of the model, and it was the student’s successful swirling educational journey that was at 
the center of this study. It was relevant to this study because it embodied the historically 
marginalized student and adult learners who swirled during their educational journey to explain 
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why and how they were able to balance life responsibilities and persist to degree completion in 
an urban four-year university.  
Using this model as a perspectival framework provided a lens to guide this study and 
allowed both the readers and myself a view of the swirling student’s educational journey as seen 
through their perspective. This framework influenced the: purpose, as I desired to learn about the 
student experiences and not a particular phenomenon; research questions, as I designed questions 
around the three legs of the model triangle namely, cognitive, social, and institutional factors; 
data collection, as I looked for themes coming from the interviews; and, data analysis, as I 
charted the themes into a matrix based on the model triangle three factors. 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was an effort to address the literature invisibility of the swirling 
student and acquire from them how they successfully navigated the swirling educational journey 
and persisted in a baccalaureate degree completion. It sought to identify the struggles and 
achievements of the students so their successes could provide leadership to other students and 
institutional clarity to student support and services. The literature review of this study discussed 
the prominent models of retention/persistence, the study’s conceptual framework provided by 
Swail at el. (2003), and the main themes of swirling during the educational journey and 
persistence to degree completion. 
The term “swirling” captured the multiple ways and directions that students transfer and 
attend educational institutions in their pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree. Factors that 
contributed to the student withdrawal or persistence identified the reasons students choose to 
route their educational journey in this way. The primary literature in this area included: de los 
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Santo and Wright (1990) the first to study and define “swirling”; Goldrick-Rab (2006) discussed 
“fluid” and “interrupted” as enrollment patterns; and, McCormick (2003) presented the modes of 
attendance. 
Student persistence discussion focused on economic and social theories, various research, 
along with the personal, psychological, and institutional factors that influence the student. 
Themes developed to inform the reader regarding the adult learner and historically marginalized 
student educational journey from a literature perspective. The primary literature in this area 
included: Chen & Des Jardin (2010) - discussed the effects of persistence on minority students; 
Forbus at el. (2011) – explored the stressors student experience during persistence; Schomer & 
Gonzales-Monteagudo (2013) – discussed the social impacts: and, Flaga (2006) – explained the 
transitional processes that cause changes. 
To understand the policies, programming, and practices that address student academic 
success and persistence; there must be continued research that uncovers what those impacted 
most, the swirling students, determined as the support structures that proved to be beneficial in 
their social and academic integration into and during their stay at the university. Most of the 
literature in quantitative and qualitative research focused on a phenomenon of interest from a 
deficit angle and did not focus on the individual and their unique experiences. Therefore, 
additional research (especially qualitative narrative inquiry) is needed to understand the 
educational journey of the swirling student, provide a positive perspective, and contribute to this 
research void.  
My study, guided by the perspectival conceptual framework of Swail, Redd, & Perna’s 
(2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, focused on the individual and 
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their unique and personal story of a successful educational journey to degree completion as seen 
through the lens of cognitive, social, and institutional factors. In doing so, it changed the 
perception of how institutions serve their swirling student population and caused a change in 
institutional actions such as focused offices and interventions (Sissel, Hansman, & Kasworm, 
2001). For the adult learner and historically marginalized populations, it provided leadership and 
insights that encourage others to endeavor to degree completion. 
Chapter 3 describes the research design, population and population pool, data sources and 
collection methods, data analysis, evidence of quality, limitations of the study, and the role of the 
researcher.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 
The purpose of this exploratory qualitative inquiry study was to address the lack of 
research on the swirler and to inquire how they successfully navigated their swirling educational 
journey and persisted in a baccalaureate degree completion at an urban Midwest four-year public 
university (Urban State University). Their individual stories illuminated the complexities of the 
swirling process, their decision-making processes, and enrollment choices as they persisted to 
degree completion along with their perceptions of the social and institutional support received. 
This study contributes to the research on undergraduate students who swirled, and persisted to 
degree completion while providing a “storytelling” of the entire student experience. This study 
was meaningful because student success stories are lived, told, retold, and relived so other 
students and educational institutions can learn from these experiences and inform future actions 
(Clandinin, 2013). This study aimed to gain a deep understanding of the educational journey 
selected individuals experienced rather than look at a larger population of students to generalize 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The student persistence anti-deficit approach in the Swail, Redd, & 
Perna’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, provided the 
framework to analyze the swirling student’s educational experiences using factors that 
challenged and supported their academic achievements. 
This exploratory study, the collection of data, and the data analysis used the following 
overarching research question and two sub-questions: 
 How do students, who have successfully navigated the academic and social terrains of 
multiple colleges and universities (swirling), in pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree, 
describe their educational journey? 
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1) What cognitive, social, and institutional factors do students identify as challenges or 
barriers to their swirling and persistence to a four-year undergraduate degree? 
2) What cognitive, social, and institutional factors do students identify as supporting or 
assisting in their swirling and persistence to a four-year undergraduate degree? 
This chapter describes the research design, population and population pool, data sources 
and collection methods, data analysis, evidence of quality, limitations of the study, and the role 
of the researcher.  
Research Design 
This research study utilized a qualitative narrative inquiry approach within a 
constructivist paradigm because the focus is on identifying individual experiences, feelings, and 
motivations during an educational journey, as opposed to testing the validity of an existing 
hypothesis. Qualitative narrative inquiry allows for a deeper understanding of society and human 
nature (Creswell, 2003). A constructivist paradigm is the individual’s creation of their reality 
(knowledge) through social interactions between themselves and their environment, and not 
governed by natural laws (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Since the focus of this study was on student 
words and lived experiences through social interaction, rather than numbers and statistics, a 
constructivist qualitative narrative inquiry research approach was appropriate. The study 
captured and analyzed swirling student’s personal experiences through storytelling to inform the 
way students experienced and made meaning of their educational journey to a four-year degree. 
The participant words helped to promote a “thick description” that is useful in understanding the 
participant experiences (Geertz, 1973). Through an exploration of the student’s personal stories, 
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I was able to inquire how experiences are constituted, interpreted, and expressed (Clandinin, 
2013). 
Like other qualitative methodologies, narrative inquiry explores a deeper understanding 
of specific life experiences (Clandinin, 2013). However, what makes narrative inquiry unique is 
that it looks into a particular life experience with an emphasis on story or narrative, where 
participant stories are the data and unit of analysis (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). The words 
“narrative” and “story” are interchangeable in narrative inquiry. However, it is essential to 
differentiate the analytical differences between the two terms: participants tell stories of their 
experiences and narratives are the data produced from the analysis of the stories (Frank, 2000). 
Data (also known as field texts in narrative inquiry) may include participant stories and include 
place, time, seeing, characters, and plots (Creswell, 2009; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In addition 
to interview transcripts, field texts may also include photographs, reflective journals/sketches, 
and letters from participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2009; Pinegar & Daynes, 
2007). In general, some fundamental tenets of narrative inquiry include small sample size, in-
depth interviews, and storytelling.  
Concerns with Narrative Inquiry 
 While narrative inquiry as a form of qualitative research offers an opportunity to explore 
ways of knowing the experiences of others, there are several critiques of this approach. Atkinson 
and Delamont (2006) argued that aspects of narrative inquiry contribute to the prevailing culture 
of today’s “interview society” and that researchers too quickly present participant’s stories as if 
they are authentic and genuine accounts of experiences, without subjecting them to appropriate 
systematic analysis. They also raised concerns about the use of narrative data and analysis in 
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“giving voice to otherwise muted groups” (p. 166). Without performing thorough analyses of the 
related social and cultural contexts, researchers may unintentionally privilege the voices of some 
participants or inappropriately shape the narrative of the participant by imposing their research 
agendas. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated that the methodology is overly personal and 
relational to the point that it risks being “narcissistic and solipsistic” (p. 181). Also, the authors 
asserted that participant’s narratives often lack contrasting viewpoints because, in their eagerness 
to share the voices of participants, researchers lose their own. They continued to caution 
researchers not to move to the opposite extreme and engage in “the co-optation of voice” (p. 75), 
where their voices begin to dominate or overrun the authentic voices or stories of study 
participants.  
Reasons to Use Narrative Inquiry 
I used a narrative inquiry approach because the goal of the study was to describe a “lived 
experience” in an individual’s life, told through a story, and used to share their experience with 
others. It provided a holistic way to understand, recapture, and re-present the participant’s life 
stories to gain a richer appreciation for their unique experiences (Clandinin, 2013; Creswell, 
2008). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) provided a way to more fully understand participant’s 
experiences by the use of what they call the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space. In this 
space, they suggested that each experience is a collaboration between the participants and me 
(interaction), over time (continuity), and in a place (situation), and that it is a social interaction. 
They also suggested a way to perform research into the individual’s experience by using what 
they call the four dimensions. In this approach, the experience is examined by simultaneously 
asking a question in four ways; by asking about internal conditions such as feelings, hopes, 
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aesthetic reactions, and moral depositions (inward); the environment (outward); and temporality, 
past, present, and future (backward and forward). In other words, what I did during the interview 
was to ask questions of meaning, social significance, and purpose.  
Research Site 
Urban State University is located in a large urban Midwestern city with multiple campus 
locations surrounded by ten community and technical colleges and numerous private universities. 
Its mission explicitly states an emphasis on under-represented groups, including adults and 
communities of color. The total population of USU is just over 7,000 students. The university 
student population consists of 48% of students of color, 59% women, 41% men, 93% of students 
have some type of transfer, and 16% of the student population transferred to USU with four or 
more transcripts. The selection of this university was the result of its high percentage of swirling 
students that transferred into the university and remained to degree completion as well as its 
urban location. The downtown area provided a higher degree of possibility that higher numbers 
of swirling students would be part of the study population pool. On average, students, in general, 
enroll at USU with three transcripts from multiple colleges and universities and are 31 years of 
age. 
Participants 
The study population pool used for this study consisted of six students who arrived at 
USU after acquiring four or more transcripts from other colleges and universities and stayed to 
complete their undergraduate four-year degree. Although the population pool size and the 
number of interviews conducted may seem limited, scholars have suggested that the number of 
interviews and sample size “does not necessarily translate to the quality of findings” since the 
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goal of narrative inquiry is to yield more in-depth understanding and more significant insights 
rather than generalization (Lal, Suto, & Ungar, 2012, p. 10).  
I anticipated that the population pool would consist of both adult learners and historically 
marginalized students due to USU’s urban location and per the university’s most recent 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data (IPEDS) data. The prediction was correct as the 
participant’s demographics identified these students in the population pool even though the study 
design did not specifically focus on this group due to the study’s exploratory nature. Urban State 
University’s department of institutional research defines its under-represented (historically 
marginalized) students by the following criteria: first-generation students (25%) as defined by 
the state (more restrictive than Federal definition as neither parent attended college); Pell Grant 
eligible (low income) at 50%; and student of color (defined by the university as: Asian, Hispanic, 
Black, Hawaiian/Pacific, and two or more intersections) at 49%. The adult learner (66%) criteria 
are: being over the age of 25, having dependents, and working full time while attending school, 
which meets Levin’s (2007) definition of a “moderately” non-traditional student. The study 
includes demographic participant information as USU has an interest in learning more about 
these students and has a directive from its state government to improve student transfer and 
services for the historically marginalized students. I gave each participant a $30 Amazon gift 
card after the interview. 
Data Sources and Collection Methods 
I used purposeful sampling to learn the greatest amount from the population pool of six 
participants that met the represented criteria reflected in the purpose of the study (Merriam & 
Merriam, 2009). The specific strategy used was criteria sampling (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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Each participant met two criteria: 1) entered USU with four or more transcripts, and 2) were in 
their last semester before graduation. The first criteria were selected because four transcripts 
represented an “above average” number for students entering USU and provided the study with 
individuals that had a more profound experience with swirling, thus promoting a higher degree 
of likelihood of producing quality and saturation of data (Webb, 2015). The second criterion 
included students in their last semester as they represented swirling students that successfully 
persisted to degree completion and provided the study with an anti-deficit approach. The 
dimension of interest included the individual’s knowledge, understanding, and meaning of the 
situations that influenced their swirling educational journey, the variations of enrollment 
patterns, and the factors contributing to the persistence to degree completion that contributed to 
this study. It was this individual uniqueness that created a wide variety of experience and was 
what I was interested in exploring. I felt that redundancy occurred with a population pool of six 
individuals due to the information-richness of their experiences.  
Finding Volunteers 
 Using the assistance of USU’s Department of Institutional Research database, I asked the 
Director to query the database for students who obtained four or more university transcripts 
before enrollment at USU and had enrolled in the graduation workshop. I knew this group might 
not represent the majority of the student population of the university, but I believed they would 
be representative of the swirling students. Once I received the names and emails of the 477 
students identified by the Director of Institutional Research, I contacted each individual from the 
population pool via their university email. I asked if they would voluntarily participate in the 
study. The email content briefly described the research study, volunteer’s expectations, and my 
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information as the researcher, along with an invitation to participate in the study (Appendix A). 
As I received student volunteer replies from the invitation, I replied by email to answer their 
questions and asked for meeting dates and times. With their questions answered and meeting 
dates and times offered, I then contacted the library via their website and scheduled a conference 
room for the interview. I emailed them an announcement of participation (Appendix B). I 
attached to the email a demographic informational sheet (Appendix C) as well as an informal 
consent form (Appendix D) for their review before our meeting. I suggested the university 
library for the interviews and offered the participants the option to name an alternative interview 
location should another location be more comfortable or convenient for them. Two of the 
participants wanted a meeting at the education building, so I scheduled a conference room for 
those dates and times with the office administration personnel. One participant asked to 
interviewed via Zoom, which I held in my office.  
Email invitations went out three times, with approximately two weeks between each 
request. During the second and third emails, I used the email list worksheet provided by the 
USU’s Department of Institutional Research. I removed those names that had replied to me from 
my previous invitation emails and resent the initial email invitation. By the end of six weeks, I 
had sent three email invitations and received six participant confirmations. Table 3 displays the 













Comprehensive Participant Demographics 
 





Sally Caucasian 34 F Nursing No No 18 0 
Veronica Jamaican 58 F IS-Youth &Leadership Yes Yes 39 5 
Bob Caucasian 59 M IS-Ethical Mgmt No No 40 3 
Griz Caucasian 38 M Accounting Yes No 19 0 
Toto Hispanic 53 F Social work No Yes 37 2 
Mandy Asian 36 F Accounting/Bus Admn Yes Yes 17 5 
Description of pathways: 
Sally (4) Dual credit to CC (AA) lateral to CC lateral to previous CC (AA) stop vertical to 4yr. 
Veronica (6) Comm Ed stop to CC tech stop lateral to CC tech stop vertical to 4 yr private stop lateral to 4 yr 
concurrent with CC.  
Bob (6) 4yr lateral to 4yr stop lateral to 4yr stop reverse to CC stop vertical to 4 yr stop lateral to 4yr. 
Griz (6) Work to 4 yr non-profit reverse to private tech lateral to CC stop lateral to same CC (AA) vertical 
to 4 yr lateral to 4 yr.  
Toto (7) 4yr (Mexico) stop reverse to community program (USA) stop lateral to CC stop vertical to 4yr 
concurrent with CC reverse to CC vertical to 4yr. 
Mandy (5) CC private stop lateral to CC tech (diploma) stop to CC (AA) to 4yr and concurrent with CC. 
 
Note. These are the participants demographics for this study along with the description of their 
swirling pathways. The parenthesis next to the participants name represents the number of 
educational institutions attended. 
 
Interviewing Process 
I created an interview protocol using exploratory questions to guide the questioning 
process. This protocol guide was a central tool in the process of conducting in-depth interviews 
(Boyce & Neale, 2006). Interview protocols direct the administration and execution of interviews 
and focus on exploring participants’ perceived cognitive, social, and institutional support factors 
and barriers to their educational success (Swail et al., 2003). For this study, I developed an open-
ended semi-structured interview protocol guide that provided instructions and assistance to 
assure consistency between interviews. Broad background questions established rapport with the 
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participants (Creswell, 2008). Specific interview questions developed from the research 
questions, conceptual framework, and review of the literature related to swirling and persistence, 
provided the probe questions.  
The interview protocol guide (Appendix E) included: a greeting, description of the 
purpose of the research, interview questions and probes, follow-up questions to each key 
research questions, as well as space for notes, observations during interviews, and reflection 
notes (Creswell, 2003). Before the individual interviews, I introduced the interview process to 
the individual participants by defining the subject and topics to be discussed, briefly explained 
the purpose of the interview, asked if they were comfortable and if it was okay to use a recorder, 
take notes, etc., and asked them to fill out the demographic sheet (where they provided a 
pseudonym for confidentiality) and sign the consent form. After the interview, I asked if there 
was anything more they would like to say or add to the interview, thanked them for taking the 
time, and asked them to reflect on the interview, and should they have additional thoughts to 
send me an email within 24 hours. I then handed them a $30 Amazon gift card and asked them to 
sign a receipt (Appendix F). The next day, I sent a thank you letter to the participant (Appendix 
G) along with a copy of the signed consent form, demographic sheet, and receipt of the gift form. 
I represented myself to the participants as a researcher with a genuine interest in understanding 
their experience. I encouraged the interviewee to elaborate on their feelings by repeating the very 
words they uttered and further explored the interviewee for meanings of the words and phrases 
they used.  
An open-ended, semi-structured interview process guided each face-to-face interview to 
acquire the unique experiences of each person. This structure guided the interview process while 
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not impeding the ability to explore ideas and comments further as they occurred during the 
interviews. Questions explored experience, behavior, and feelings, and each question was 
couched in familiar language, allowed for flexibility, and acquired specific data. Overall, the 
interview approach was to ask open-ended and semi-structured questions, listen with minimal 
interruptions, and connect my questions and comments to the participant’s responses by 
repeating their words whenever possible (Bell, 1988). 
Data Collection 
Data collection began with each face-to-face interview that lasted 90 to 120 minutes. I 
asked each participant to create an individual sketch of their educational swirling journey and 
include applicable life events on the template (Appendix H). After a few minutes of looking at 
the template and writing a few things, each participant told me that they would rather not take the 
time to use the template but preferred just to start talking through their journey experiences. I 
intended to use the journey template in data collection; however, given the unforeseen participant 
response, I later completed and used them in the analysis phase of the study. During the 
interviews, I actively listened and took field notes of my thoughts and ideas and observed body 
language. The collection of data and the analysis was a simultaneous process as I reflected on the 
data gathered and wrote tentative themes that I determined after each interview. As a result, I 
was able to apply what I had learned during each interview to subsequent interviews, thus 
allowing the other participants to elaborate on the tentative themes I had previously developed.  
Shortly after each interview, I inserted the participant’s demographic data sheet 
information into a worksheet (See Table 3). I sent Rev (a professional transcription service) the 
audio file of the interview to transcribe. When I received the transcription, I verified the accuracy 
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by listening to the audiotape and making appropriate changes to the transcript document. I then 
sent each participant a copy of their transcript via university email to provide them the 
opportunity to made changes, check for accuracy, or clarify any information. I made adjustments 
to two transcripts per the participants’ request. I then uploaded the word file into ATLAS.ti 
software program to facilitate the coding process. 
Data Analysis 
The goal of data analysis is to make sense of the data. The data analysis phase of the 
study used thematic and narrative analysis methods (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, & Terry, 2018) 
and utilized a two-step processes of flexible coding (Deterding & Waters, 2018).  
Methods 
The thematic method focused on the content of the participants’ stories and used a 
deductive approach to data analysis. This process allowed for a more theory-driven approach that 
utilized a matrix as a way of advancing the analysis of the transcripts coding (Deterding & 
Waters, 2018). Timmermans and Tavory (2012) stated that the “best qualitative researchers are 
sensitized by previous research early on; their projects are not wholly inductive” (p. 7). The use 
of a matrix also contributed to this study. Using a matrix made it easier to determine the 
similarities, differences, and trends in the students’ stories across the groups of participants 
(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Marsh, 1990; Miles & Huberman, 1994) as the graph highlighted 
the intersections between the participants and the framework dimensions thus providing an 
overall picture of the student’s experiences during their swirling educational journey (Morse & 
Field, 1995). The matrix display visually focused my attention on the participants’ responses 
from their stories that matched the categories of the framework and showed an overall cross-
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reference (Averill, 2002). Using matrix analysis as an ancillary strategy also supported the 
assessment of trustworthiness in this qualitative study (Marsh, 1990). 
Narrative analysis method is inductive and starts with a set of stories and then moves 
from those particular experiences to a more general set of propositions about those experiences. 
According to Clandinin (2013), when interviewees share their stories, they provide narrative of 
their experience in which they position characters in time and place to make meaning of what 
happened. That is, narratives attempt to explain what has taken place to make sense of why 
things have occurred the way they did. Therefore, the narratives do two things: (a) provide a 
portal into the participant’s lived experiences, and (b) confer meaning to make sense of those 
experiences (Bamberg, 2010).  
A thematic analysis contextualized this study to find the student’s common challenges 
and supports regarding their cognitive, social, and institutional factors per the study’s 
framework. It also analyzed the findings to answer the research sub-questions. The core narrative 
analysis assisted in understanding and re-presenting the participants swirling educational 
experiences from the stories they told and useful in analyzing the findings to discover the 
summary journey themes. These methods were utilized because participants seldom spoke in 
linear, time-based, and thematic formats when describing their experiences. These analysis 
methods provided a holistic review of the participant’s educational journey as they related to the 
study’s framework, creation of themes, and allowed for the unexpected. 
Processes 
Throughout my analysis, the use of memo writing via a research log was an essential part 
of the coding and analysis process. For example, I wrote notes on patterns that emerged both 
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during and after data collection. I made comments and reflections on what I thought were 
significant findings. The act of memo writing provided an outlet to help me collect and think 
about my ideas. In this way, analytic memoing helped me elaborate on my opinions regarding 
the data, as well as contributed to the credibility of the research. 
Coding is a way to organize and prepare the data, to become familiar with it, and then be 
able to understand what the participants stated (Creswell, 2009). I used qualitative data analysis 
(QDA) software as a tool to assist with analyzing qualitative data because of its ability to write 
and track memos, index or code data, add demographic information to compare subgroups, run 
searches or queries, develop visual models or charts, and generate reports from the data (Lewins 
& Silver, 2007). I used ATLAS.ti as my QDA database and utilized “flexible coding” to analyze 
the in-depth interviews (Deterding & Waters, 2018). Flexible coding involved a two-step process 
of data preparation and attribute connection and the application of the equilibrium triangles, 
matrices of barriers and support factors, journey diagrams, and journey sub-themes in my 
analysis and writing. 
Step 1 involved data preparation and connection of the attributes. The first phase of data 
preparation involved comparing the audio recordings of each participant to their professional 
transcription and then asking the participants to review and edit the transcriptions. These edited 
transcripts became the primary data source that I imported in ATLAS.ti. After importing, I 
connected each participant’s transcript file to their attributes (demographic informational sheet). 
I then built the coding structure within ATLAS.ti from the framework categories (cognitive, 
social, and institutional) and inserted factor types under each category.  
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The second phase of data preparation involved reading and coding the transcripts. During 
my first reading of the transcript, I used flexible index coding to search for the thematic codes 
that connected to the framework (Deterding & Waters, 2018). I identified those sections of text 
that pertained to the research sub-questions. I then focused on each section, one at a time, to 
more fully understand how the participants articulated answers to the study’s sub-questions. 
When other significant themes appeared outside the section framework, I added another code to 
the code list. Using the features of ATLAS.ti, I matched the participant’s quotes to the 
appropriate code (framework factors). This process helped me develop a general understanding 
of the breadth and depth of each participant’s story as it related to the participant’s equilibrium of 
the framework triangle.  
Using a print out of the codes, I recorded the number of quotes that appeared in each 
code. I then drew an equilibrium triangle and inserted these numbers on the appropriate side 
(cognitive, social, and institution) of the triangle. This provided a visual representation of each 
participant’s framework equilibrium. For example, on the cognitive side of the participant 
triangle, 10 negative quotes, and 21 positive quotes equaled a net 11 quotes that stated a positive 
cognitive influence. I then evaluated each framework category to determine the frequency of 
each factor type and wrote the results of the top three in the margins. For example, for a 
participant, academic-related quotes appeared to be the most mentioned cognitive barrier while 
seeking continual knowledge was the most mentioned cognitive strength. This process occurred 
for each participant.  
From the information on the framework equilibrium triangle sheets, I plotted the set of 
themes (categories) into a visual representation matrix that aided in the findings and analysis of 
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the research sub-questions and helped me to make general observations of the participant 
population (See Tables 4 and 5). The matrix design used Swail, Redd, & Perna’s (2003) 
framework and elucidated patterns across the participants that showed common cognitive, social, 
and institutional factor barriers and strengths. Two “XX’s” represented the most influential 
factor within the category, while a single “X” represented other significant factors for each 
participant. I then explored the quotes associated with the noted factors and wrote on the matrix 
descriptions of the major factors.  
Table 4 
Matrices Profiles of Participant’s Barrier Factors 
Factors Barriers/Challenges Sally Veronica Bob Griz Toto Mandy 
Cognitive 
Factors 
       
 Academic related X XX X  XX X 
 Technical ability  X     
 Learning skills  X     
 Aptitude     X X 
 Time management      XX 
 Attitude/motivation    X   
        
Social Factors        
 Low-Socioeconomic 
Status 
 X   X X 
 Family influence X XX XX X XX XX 
 Coping skills   X XX X  
 Financial issues  X X X   
 Goal Commitment    X   
 Communication skills    X   
 Culture/religious  X    X 
 Work XX      
        
Institutional 
Factors 
       
 Instruction XX XX XX XX XX XX 
 Student/academic 
services 
X X X X X X 
 Campus climate  X  X   
 Recruitment       
Note. These are the participant’s primary barrier factors within each section, the “XX” in the 
column identifies the factor having the most influence as determined by the most number of 
codes received during the coding process. 




Matrices Profiles of Participant’s Support Factors 
Factors Support Factors Sally Veronica Bob Griz Toto Mandy 
Cognitive 
Factors 
       
 Academic related X  X XX   
 Aptitude XX XX XX X   
 Learning/Study 
Skills 
X X X  XX X 
 Extra activities  X   X XX 
        
Social Factors        
 Attitude to learn  X XX X X XX 
 Family issues X X  XX X X 
 Coping skills X XX   X  
 Goal Commitment X X X X XX X 
 Maturity XX X  X X  
 Communication 
skills 
 X     
 Financial     X   
 Peer/work influence X X X    
 Culture/religious  X   X  
        
Institutional 
Factors 
       
 Instruction XX X XX XX XX X 
 Student/Academic 
services 
X XX    XX 
 Recruitment   X X X X 
 Scholarships  X     
 Campus climate     X  
 
Note. These are the participant’s primary support factors within each section, the “XX” in the 
column identifies the factor having the most influence as determined by the most number of 
codes received during the coding process. 
 
During my second reading of the transcripts, I printed a hard copy of each transcript 
document along with my research memos. I read each and highlighted quotes from the transcript 
I thought would be significant in telling their story. I circled, underlined, and numbered 
information that I considered noteworthy and wrote in the margins the central idea or theme of 
certain paragraphs. I also circled the various colleges and universities attended and noted the 
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work gaps in their journey. From this information, I drew the swirling journey pathway of each 
participant on the template I had originally designed for the participant to complete before the 
interview. The journey diagrams of each participant (Appendix I-N) provided a visual 
representation of their unique swirling experience and aided in writing their narrative journey 
story (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
During my third reading of the transcripts, I reviewed my highlights and margin 
comments looking for specific information to use in writing the summary of the journeys. This 
overall examination of the participants’ stories looked at the structure, organization, and 
development of the narrative to avoid the tendency to read a narrative for content and as 
evidence for a theory (Riessman, 1993). In this way, I worked inductively from the participant’s 
details or inside meanings to the outside themes. I searched for patterns, narrative threads, 
tensions, and themes that shaped my field notes into research text, and then I laid them next to 
each other to bring stories forward in the context of the theoretical framework (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000). I recognized three categories for each participant’s journeys; overall themes, 
USU experience, and advice to students and institutions. I wrote these categories on the back of 
the transcript and went back through the transcripts for information to put into these categories. 
Noting the locations of specific quotes with a red checkmark that supported the information 
aided in finding them during my writing process. I incorporated in-vivo coding to reflect the 
overall participant perspective accurately. 
Step 2 involved the application of the equilibrium triangles, matrices of barriers and 
support factors, journey diagrams, and the journey sub-themes. The findings from the flexible 
coding created the equilibrium triangles and matrices of barrier and support factors aided in my 
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analysis (thematic method) and the writing of the answers to the research sub-questions. The 
findings from the flexible coding created the journey diagrams and the journey sub-themes and 
aided in my analysis (narrative method) and writing of the core narratives along with the 
summary journey themes. 
Credibility, Dependability, and Transferability 
It was important to me that I conduct my research ethically. One of the characteristics of 
qualitative inquiry is that the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and data 
analysis (Merriam, 2002). Therefore, I followed well-established guidelines in my qualitative 
research and documented and followed procedures as appropriate. I categorized these guidelines 
under the headings of credibility, dependability, and transferability. 
Credibility deals with how the researcher understands the perspective of the participants 
at the time they interacted and shared meanings. To match research findings to the participant’s 
meanings, I used member checks, triangulation, and reflexivity. Member checking was applied 
during the interview and after the transcription of the interviews in order to check for 
interpretation (Merriam, 2002). Participants had the opportunity to read, verify, and edit their 
interview transcript before I imported them into ATLAS.ti to use as the primary data source. 
Triangulation uses multiple data sources to compare and included my field notes, the journey 
sketches, and the interview transcripts (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Reflexivity was the process of 
reflecting critically on myself as the “human instrument” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 18) as it 
related to bias that I may have had regarding this study. It included but was not limited to, why I 
choose this topic, how I selected my participants, and any assumptions or values that influenced 
my data collections and analysis.  
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Dependability measures whether or not my results found reliability in others by 
concurring that the data and the results made sense and are consistent with the data collected. 
The ways that I ensured dependability and consistency are triangulation, researcher’s reflexivity, 
and the audit trail. The audit trail helps others to authenticate my findings of the study by 
following the path that I left via my research log (journal, memos) that I kept throughout the 
study in ATLAS.ti. The research log included such things as my; reflections, questions, 
problems, issues, ideas that I come across in collecting the data, and the interaction that I had 
with the data during analysis. In other words, a detailed account of the study preparation, data 
collected, and analysis of the results.  
Transferability refers to the degree that the findings can be useful in other contexts. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that transferability is more of a matter for the user of my 
research data than my responsibility as the researcher. They go on to say that my role as the 
researcher was to provide “sufficient descriptive data” to make transferability possible (p. 298). 
To facilitate this “transferring” to another setting, “rich, thick descriptions” provided enough 
descriptions to allow the readers to match the themes to the information the participants provided 
and to their contexts (Geertz, 1973). Interview quotes and information details assisted with 
providing this external validity.  
Role of the Researcher 
As a researcher, I used my experience and my knowledge of working with students to 
guide me through this process. I used my previous personal and business work experiences as I 
interviewed, interpreted, and discussed the findings (Glesne, 2011). My varied educational 
background as an instructor included working at a for-profit university where most students were 
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adult learners working full time and taking evening courses to a public university teaching 
traditional students during day courses to an urban public university teaching adult learners who 
were working full time and attending evening courses and generally historically marginalized. I 
found a unique student group at each of the universities, each with unique strengths and barriers 
and attitudes towards their education. I enjoyed listening to the students, and when appropriate, 
offered my encouragement and suggestions to help them succeed in their educational endeavors. 
I genuinely wanted to see each of my students succeed in their education and career choices and 
was always curious why some of my students dropped my courses each semester. I became 
aware of swirling at USU and found this phenomenon interesting enough to study, primarily in 
light of my experience with transferring between universities during my undergraduate studies.  
During my post-secondary education as a student, I started at a four-year private 
university, reverse-transferred to a community college, and lateral-transferred to a public four-
year university for degree completion (Appendix O). At the time, I was unaware of the swirling 
terminology but experienced student transfers between universities. It was my intention, 
however, to stay and complete my degree at the first private university I attended, but changes in 
my personal and career choices prompted the moves. Nevertheless, I considered my experience 
atypical for a college student at that time, as I assumed most students stayed at one school until 
completion. As a white, middle-aged man, my age, temperament, and privilege may influence 
my bias towards students that swirl between multiple universities as indecisiveness on their part. 
I acknowledge that I have been fortunate to have both parents receive higher education degrees 
and encouraged me in my educational journey to degree completion as well as provide the 
financial resources that contributed to my education. Nevertheless, my intentions of this study 
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were to understand swirling and its effect on students and their choices while on their 
educational journey of persistence to a four-year degree. I believe my transfer experience and my 
intentions to more fully understand the challenges, barriers, and support my students face during 
their educational journey at USU will not bias my study.  
As a faculty member at USU for the past six years, I have acted in the role of student 
advisor, career counselor, and instructor. I have attended various university events both on and 
off-campus. As a result of being active within my university community, I have undoubtedly 
developed a reputation among the students. Since I invited all students that meet the requirement 
of swirling to participate in the study, there was the possibility that a former student or a student 
that has heard about my reputation would volunteer to be part of the study. While I do not feel 
this affected the study, nevertheless, I asked each participant if they had a pre-conceived opinion 
of me, and if that will affect their willingness to participate in the study. 
Human Subject Approval (IRB) at St. Cloud State University 
The research study began after approval from the St. Cloud State University and Urban 
State University’s Institutional Review Boards (Appendix P and Q). I carefully and intentionally 
followed all recommended precautions and procedures. The use of pseudonyms in all recordings, 
notes, and interviews maintained confidentiality.  
Summary 
The research study occurred at Urban State University, an urban Midwestern university 
surrounded by numerous private universities as well as ten community and technical colleges 
and services a large urban student population. As a result, its student population has a high 
percentage of swirling students that have transferred into the university. These students, many of 
  97 
 
whom are adult learners, historically marginalized, and students of color, have successfully 
navigated the swirling educational journey, despite the many challenges and barriers, to complete 
an undergraduate degree. The purpose of this study was to explore and gain a deeper 
understanding of the educational journey from those that have completed the swirling journey. A 
qualitative narrative inquiry study gave voice to each individual’s unique educational journey 
experience, as told in story form. This study provided insights and a leadership model for other 
swirling students and contained helpful information for government policy and educational 
institutions.  
Chapter 4 examines the research findings, which include the presentation of the 
participant’s journeys along with a summarization of the journey themes. The journey stories 
provide a voice to the six participants along with their advice to educational institutions and 
other students and answer the overall research question. The journey summary themes highlight 
the common challenges and encouragements experienced by the participants during their 
journeys.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 
The purpose of this narrative study was to examine the experiences of swirling students, 
who after attending multiple educational institutions, have successfully transitioned into and 
completed an undergraduate degree at Urban State University. The challenges and supports they 
faced during their swirling journey were important to explore, as well as how they were able to 
overcome the obstacles and successfully traverse the swirling educational landscape. It is the 
viewpoint of the participant that is important to the study. Therefore I use the participant’s voices 
to present their stories, which lends authenticity to the research.  
In this chapter, I introduce Sally, Veronica, Bob, Griz, Toto, and Mandy, and share the 
narratives of their educational swirling journeys as created from the transcripts of our interviews 
to answer the overall research question: How do students, who have successfully navigated 
academic and social terrains of multiple colleges and universities (swirling) in pursuit of a four-
year undergraduate degree, describe their journey? Their stories begin with their high school 
experiences and continue through their swirling experience to four-year degree completion. 
Individual participant themes summarize their experience, and participants’ advice to instructors 
and students is offered. A presentation of the over-arching journey themes from the narrative 
data appears in the summary of the journey section. The five emerging themes include high 
school experience, journey interruptions, persistence, institutional factors, and family support.  
Sally’s Educational Journey 
 Sally graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in nursing. Completing this 
degree represents career advancement possibilities in her nursing profession. Sally is a 34-year-
old single White female who lives alone in a suburban home. She is a registered nurse in an 
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intensive care area of a suburban hospital. Her 18-year swirling journey began in 2001, and her 
pathway encompassed attendance at two community colleges before enrollment at USU for her 
undergraduate degree (See Appendix I).+ 
Pre-college Experience 
Sally’s high school experiences prepared her for her higher educational journey. 
Academically, she was taking college courses while participating in Advanced Placement (AP) 
classes, and was part of the Honors program. Career placement testing and her family situation 
gave her a clear career direction. The results of her career placement testing showed high scores 
in the medical field. She had watched her older sister, who had cerebral palsy, benefit from the 
Best Buddies program, so when Sally reached high school, she wanted to volunteer in the 
program as a way to give back to the organization. The program matched high school student 
volunteers with students with disabilities. Volunteers would spend time with a student taking 
them to such things as movies and various school events. It was clear already in high school that 
Sally wanted a career within the healthcare industry: 
I think a lot of it goes back to my sister. So just a lot of exposure to … Like a lot of kids 
are afraid of hospitals, where I kinda grew up in it. So it wasn’t the scary environment, 
and seeing how stuff had helped her. And wanting to help people. Just interest in science.  
Sally talked with her high school guidance counselor and her parents regarding how best 
to get the education that she needed for a job in the healthcare industry. Sally left high school 
with a plan. “So my plan was to go to a community college get my associates of arts, or get the 
generals. Like stay within the state transfer curriculum. Then my plan was to go to the [state 
flagship] University.” 
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During high school and throughout her educational journey, she received family support 
from her mom and stepdad. Her family support consisted of “encouragement, love, hugs, words 
of wisdom. You know, encouragement.” She got along with her stepdad and mom, but 
“especially with my mom, just very open conversations.” She also worked part-time during high 
school and throughout her education journey. Her mom and stepdad also helped financially by 
paying half of the college expenses and allowing her to live with them during the first two and a 
half years of community college. 
School Journey 
Sally began her higher education journey during high school when she had received 
college credits from a local community college for her AP coursework. She enrolled in her first 
community college and began to take general education courses. She remained enrolled until she 
received a general associate of arts degree. Afterward, she transferred to her second community 
college and enrolled in their physical therapy assistant program.  
I thought I wanted to be a physical therapist, but I didn’t want to commit to … I think at 
that time it was a Master’s degree. And I wasn’t sure like I was kind of looking at more 
getting a bachelors in something. And I wasn’t ready to commit to six years. So I thought 
I would try the physical therapy assistant program, which they offered at this community 
college.  
She stayed for one semester and took four courses and then transferred back to the previous 
community college, saying:  
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I changed majors. So I, at my second community college, I was bored. Like I had a 4.0, 
and I was bored. So then I did more career assessments and continued to score high in the 
medical field. And switched my major to nursing. 
She also had a negative experience with a faculty member at the second community 
college. “So she [instructor] wasn’t very competent, and then she didn’t pace herself correctly for 
the semester … She was old and old school, and she literally would make people cry … She 
would try to scare people to make sure that they were prepared.” She also did not like the 
campus and “felt like there was not as much technology to help with learning.” She reversed 
transferred to her first community college and received her second associate of arts degree, this 
time in nursing. 
After receiving her associates of arts degree in nursing, Sally began her nursing career 
when she joined a city hospital and five years later moved to another city hospital. She described 
her experience:  
Going from working on more med/surgery patients while I am in nursing school to 
working surgery/trauma/neuro/step down ICU at the hospital was very different. Because 
you would get gunshots, stab wounds, motorcycle/motor vehicle accidents, failed suicide 
attempts, and gunshot attempts.  
 This experience was difficult for her, and it was not the type of nursing experience she had 
expected. After 10 years of nursing work, she decided to go back to school to get her four-year 
degree, as she stated, “to get out of bedside nursing … It just opens more doors. So if two people 
are applying for the same position and one has their bachelors versus a two-year degree, they 
prefer the higher education.” Also, during this period, Sally had purchased a home, was able to 
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receive tuition reimbursement, and reconnected with her father who encouraged her to get a four-
year degree. 
Urban State University Experience 
After comparing several schools, Sally decided to go to USU because the cost was 
significantly cheaper and her sister and friend had attended the university and enjoyed it. She 
said, “I think just being able to … like it was more of an option to be able to still work while 
going to school. You know, to be able to reach the goal, getting a bachelor’s degree.” After 
making the transition to USU, Sally started to feel the pressures of going back to school while 
working. “It gets hard to manage my time, and to figure out where I need to focus stuff when it’s 
that overwhelming.” Sally reached out to a university advisor and also consulted with her cohort 
group to help in managing her courses. It was also during this time that she had three family 
members pass away, which caused enormous stress and anxiety. She noted the inconsistency 
with her instructors and the amount of homework required per credit hour throughout the 
program. She also favored the in-class and hybrid formats. “I prefer the in-person. Like for my 
learning style, I get more out of in person.” When asked how she balanced family life, social life, 
and school life, she replied, 
I guess school just was a priority. Like school and work were priority. And then, when I 
have time in between, having more of a social life. I really needed to get everything done 
before it is my weekend to work. Otherwise, I won’t … it’s too hard after you come 
home from a 12-hour shift to try to do homework, and then get up and work another 12-
hour shifts. 
Themes 
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 Sally’s journey has three themes: college preparedness, confidence in her career choice, 
and using school to get a specific career. During high school, she had prepared herself 
academically in the AP and Honor programs. She demonstrated this preparedness as she talked 
about her collegiate academic experience: “I was bored, like I had a 4.0, and I was bored.” She 
also applied personal pressure on herself to achieve good grades. When asked about this 
pressure, she replied, “Most of it is just me. Like wanting to get good grades. Like personal 
pressure. They required a minimum of a 3.0, which, that’s not an issue.”  
Career placement testing and working with the Best Buddies program gave her the focus 
on a medical career. Her biology teacher reaffirmed this focus when she suggested that Sally 
apply for a student volunteer program similar to ‘Doctors without Borders’ because, “She knew 
that I was interested in the medical field.” She had a planned educational route coming out of 
high school. “My goal initially was to, after getting my two-year RN, was to get it [four-year 
degree] at least by the time that I was 30.” Besides planning the educational route, she had also 
considered the costs: “My parents, my mom and stepdad, had helped … like they paid half of 
college for the first two and a half years. So I was taking 12 credits just to stay on my parent’s 
insurance.” 
Sally’s Advice 
Sally offered the following advice to current and future students: 
I think it is helpful to start at a community college. Just for the cost, but just to be really 
careful, like with me staying within the transfer curriculum. So to be aware of what your 
ultimate goal is, but then to look to see, to make sure classes that you’re taking it, 
community college will transfer over.” 
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Sally felt that several instructors did not support her during the time that she lost three 
family members and as a result, she struggled to complete her course work. She was also 
unaware of the university resources that could have assisted her. Her advice to instructors is to 
give less homework, be consistent in your grading, have a uniform online format, and be a ‘go-
to’ person for school resources. Generally, she would tell instructors: “The main thing is just the 
flexibility and, again, the support.” 
Veronica’s Educational Journey 
 Veronica graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in the individualized 
studies program in youth and leadership. Completing this degree represents an end of a long 
education struggle, as well as a new and exciting beginning of helping youth. Veronica is a 58-
year-old married Jamaican (Black) female who has five children and was a first-generation and 
Pell-eligible student. She works as a student achievement advisor at a local urban high school. 
Her 39-year swirling journey started in 1980 and her pathway encompassed attendance at one 
Occupational Skills Training Center, two community colleges, and one private university before 
enrollment at USU for her undergraduate degree (See Appendix J). 
Pre-college Experience 
For Veronica, her early years of high school involved cheerleading and dance-line, which 
she described as being fun. Her situation quickly changed during her junior year when she 
became pregnant and was required to transfer to another high school. This new high school 
offered the Mothers Infants Class Education (MICE) program, which defined her junior year. 
She described it:  
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Coursework was very challenging because due to the fact that I was in the MICE 
program at high school, you had to take classes pertaining to how to be a better mom. 
Then you had to take your regular classes like math, social studies, science, all those 
things. So on top of your load of taking the basic curriculum that you needed, you had to 
take the required courses for being in that program. In the MICE program, we were shut 
off in a certain area of the school. So kind of like, if I can remember, towards the back 
hallway corner that you had to come in those doors with your baby because the bus 
would pick us up and bring us to a certain door. So we never came in the front entrance 
door, we came in the back way. So we had to drop our child there, and all our classes 
were back there. And then the core classes, the school core classes where with the school. 
So then you would come out from there, after you’re done with your classes there, and go 
to regular classes.”  
 During her senior year she transferred back to her first high school to complete her studies. 
She stated that studying was the number one priority for her during high school due to the 
MICE program and her father’s insistence that education was important. Her dad “always stated 
that education is a priority. So we made sure we got studying. So when I would get home, mom 
would take the baby, so I can focus on my education.”  
Veronica was the oldest girl of six siblings with two older brothers and described her 
family as pretty close-knit. Veronica recalls that they were a social family and had the reputation 
of the “Jamaican family in the neighborhood…Daddy was always inviting everybody over to 
come eat and mingle, and every time you look up every weekend, we had a host of people 
because daddy made the house the Jamaican house.” 
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School Journey 
Veronica began her 39-year journey of higher education right out of high school. She left 
high school with a career goal to become a tailor and open up her own business: “By 34, I’m 
going to open my own business.” Despite this determination, she started her post-high school 
education by going to an Occupational Skills Training Center to take classes to learn the basic 
trade skill of data entry. At the time, a local company was hiring people that could do data entry, 
and they guaranteed a job after completing the program. Veronica saw a quick opportunity to get 
a job after a short learning period. The program was six weeks long, and at the end of the 
program, she graduated and began work doing data entry. She quickly realized that this was not 
the career for her. “I graduated from there, but I didn’t like it. That was not my calling. I hated it 
with a passion. I really like sewing.” She quit and decided to go back to school for a certificate in 
the apparel arts program at a local community technical college. 
While at the community technical college, she did very well in her classes. Her passion 
for tailoring propelled her through the course work. However, during this time, she encountered 
racism from one of her instructors. She states, “He [the instructor] refused to teach me to do 
tailoring, and because black people, black women were only good for two things.” She brought 
this incident to the attention of the administration. However, it continued, albeit to a lesser 
degree. Knowing she needed this course to learn a particular skill, Veronica asked another 
faculty member to help her. The instructor agreed. “So every day, I would stay. I took an extra 
semester, so I can learn tailoring. And that’s how I learned tailoring, because [name] was able to 
work with me, and I paid extra, so I can learn tailoring.” This instructor also approached her 
regarding entering a vocational industry club competition. Veronica received second place in her 
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regional division which qualified her for the State competition. At State, she looked around the 
room and commented to her instructor, “I’m the only one in here … I am the only token child,” 
meaning that she was the only Black person in the State competition. Despite this realization and 
her uncertainty in her talent, she went on to win the competition. After receiving her certificate 
from the community technical college, Veronica went to work as a tailor at various prominent 
retail department stores in the city. 
While she was working as a tailor, she would tell herself, “I really love making clothes. I 
love creating the clothes. I love the satisfaction of when somebody put something on, and they 
are like, it is just perfect. It absolutely made my day, just the satisfaction.” Given her strong 
desire to help people and to see their excitement, Veronica decided to attend another community 
college to begin her studies in the urban teaching program. She wanted to become a home 
economics teacher. She started the program and quickly found out that it was a lot of work. It 
was also during this time that her children, particularly her son, were telling her that they would 
like her to be home more. Veronica stated, “I felt so guilty because his brothers were taking care 
of him. He did not want his brothers; he wanted his mom. And so I quit, and worked, and be a 
mom.” 
After approximately ten years, supervisors at work, coworkers, and other friends inspired 
her to go back to school. “They were like, ‘girl, you need to go back and finish. You are almost 
done. You’re twenty credits away. You need to go back’.” So she went back to school, this time 
to a four-year private school to take weekend college classes. During this time, Veronica 
married, and continued to run her tailoring business, and took on a foster mom role. She was 
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very busy and her son again insisted that she stay home and be a mom. So Veronica left school to 
continue her work to focus on her work and being a mom. 
Veronica continued to work in her own business, raise a family, be a foster mom, and 
work with children at a local urban high school. She described her work at the school system as 
“advocating for the kids” as they “did not have a voice.” Personal pressures were mounting as 
she continued to work in her own tailoring business and at the urban school while at the same 
time, her mother became ill. Veronica, under all the pressure, looked for guidance regarding her 
career path, and started struggling with God: “I sat there and I was just like, ‘God, why do you 
have me here when I’m running my own business?’” She recalls, that while she was asking this 
question, a “Caucasian lady” walked into her door and looked at her and told her she had to wait 
for her and that she would be right back. Veronica recalls “I don’t know this lady from hell.” 
When that lady came back, she told Veronica, “The Holy Spirit said to tell you, he placed you 
here for a reason. You are doing something else that He is okay with. But until your assignment 
is done, you are here. I need to pray for you.”  
 Veronica was an excellent tailor, and her business was doing well financially. Yet, 
despite her success, she now found herself questioning her career choice. She recalls that from 
her experience with the ‘Caucasian lady’, “God placed me here for a purpose. Now He just 
moved me into another purpose, where I am unable to reach more. And I am like, okay, Jesus. I 
cannot ask you why. I’m just obedient.” This self-illumination gave her a new career focus, so 
she decided to continue her education despite her family’s objectionable questions.  
My son looked at me and said, ‘you’re going to go to school when I’m going to school?’ 
I said, yeah, you’ll probably be done before me because I’m going part-time. And he’s 
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like, ‘mom, you sure, at your age?’ My oldest son said, ‘mom, but you have a baby.’ My 
husband said, ‘how are we going to do this?’ And I am like, but I got to finish. I feel 
incomplete. 
Urban State University Experience 
“With feeling that incompletion,” Veronica enrolled at USU to pursue an undergraduate 
degree in social work. She had received information on the school’s individualized study 
program and was having a hard time understanding how it worked. She reached out to her 
advisor but received the most support from the TRIO and accessibility departments. She praised 
the university’s TRIO and Accessibility offices and how much they positively helped her. “The 
TRIO, the Accessibility resource, oh my God, TRIO, off the chain. The Accessibility, they 
always said, ‘call me, whenever you need me, call.’ I thank God for those other two departments 
[TRIO and Accessibility] because they were able to help me to better understand what an 
individualized degree looked like”  
Veronica’s experiences with instructors were both positive and negative. She mentioned 
how her first instructor at USU noticed that she was struggling with her assignments and note-
taking and suggested that she see the “disability center and TRIO” to help her with a learning 
disability. Veronica “went over there, and they were able to assess me and get the paperwork 
from my doctor and all of that, and put things in place.” Yet, another instructor:  
was a pain and he would not work with my disability. He would not bend. He made my 
life… and the TRIO department knew, accessible resource knew, and they fought on my 
behalf because he failed me and he would not work with me. He would not adjust the test 
for me; he would not do anything.  
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Veronica preferred the in-classroom course to the online coursework. She struggled with 
the online discussion format and found an unlikely resource to help her. “I had no clue how to do 
that. And one of the security officers at school sat down next to me and said, okay, I'm going to 
teach you how to do this. And that's how I learned.” However, to avoid taking another online 
course she chooses to take the course concurrently at a community college that offered an in-
class format.  
She also took advantage of other personal supports that the university offered. She 
commented on how much the food shelf and Christmas programs meant to her as she was able to 
provide food and presents for her family. “It made a difference in our whole ... And the money 
they gave us to buy food and the presents.” 
Themes 
Veronica describes her journey as giving back like as she had received:  
I just want to be able to make a difference in someone’s life, and them to be able to look 
back and say, I am thankful for that person, just like I am for my grade school teachers, 
especially my one grade school teacher, she’s been there all this time.  
She would also describe her journey as finding the career that God intended for her. She found 
this in helping others, first in making clothes for people, and then by helping children at the 
urban school. Her journey was a struggle between family, work, and school. Trying to balance it 
all was difficult. “I learned how to budget. I manage, so I budget, and squeeze, and I put this 
away, and I squeeze and put this away, and I squeeze until I get enough, and that is how I did it.” 
She also experienced racism several times during her journey and overcame this with the support 
of others in her life. “So I just deal with it and I pray. My everything is God. Honest to God.” At 
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the end of Veronica’s journey, she sums it up by saying, “So education has taught me with all the 
classes, of how to deal with kids, how to better serve, how to better be a leader, it is teaching me 
how to be a better leader.” 
Veronica’s Advice 
Veronica, after thinking about her swirling journey, offered the following advice to 
current and future students: 
Know your plan first. And if you don’t know your plan, sit down with someone that will 
help you to know your plan. So that way, you can navigate how to go and not take classes 
you don’t need. You got to reach for it. No matter how old you are, you got to go for it 
and know that deep down inside, soul search, that you’re here for a purpose. And 
whatever that purpose is, whether it’s being a vet or being a ticket person, know that 
you’re placed there for that purpose. 
Veronica described many situations, both good and bad, with instructors during her 
swirling journey, and wanted instructors to know: 
Teachers need to understand when you’re working with working adults make the load 
easier, not harder. It’s crazy. We work a nine to five job, and still have families and all of 
that stuff. And the load should not be so heavy. Be genuine. They [students] can read 
whether you are genuine or whether you’re not. 
Bob’s Educational Journey 
Bob graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in the individualized studies 
program in ethical management. Completing this degree represents the culmination of a long-
term educational goal marked by breaks for work, relocations, and changes in relationships. Bob 
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is a 59-year-old divorced White male who has three children. He works as a client service 
consultant for a bank. His 40-year swirling journey began in 1979, and his pathway encompassed 
attendance at five public universities and one community college before enrollment at USU for 
his undergraduate degree (See Appendix K). 
Pre-college Experience 
During high school, coursework and grades came easily to Bob. “I didn’t spend a lot of 
time doing homework, so I was able to get good grades without really having to apply myself too 
much. I didn’t feel like I was stretching myself.” He described himself as being a “geeky kid in a 
small town keen on athletics and hunting.” He felt like he did not fit in at his public high school, 
so he decided to transfer his senior year to a Catholic private high school in a nearby town. 
During his senior year, he “didn’t find it very academically rigorous either, and I found myself 
still getting high marks without having to apply myself, rarely doing homework, continuing to 
party and still getting high grades. I expected college to be similar.” Socially, Bob was engaged 
in various Catholic youth groups and played the bass as part of a band that would play and sing 
at masses. He also worked part-time after school during high school. 
Bob was the fifth child out of seven and described his family environment while at high 
school as a typical family. However, he described his family as being unique: “we had a great 
environment intellectually because my parents were both teachers. My parents always considered 
dinnertime as a time to talk, discuss, learn, think, and challenge each other. So we always had 
some intellectual discussions going on.” Bob went on later to say how he enjoyed the theory of 
learning and not so much the application. He attended college because: 
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My own desire to have an education was huge. It was not necessarily so that it would 
make me more employable, or to get a better career. I am just really a very naturally 
curious person; I want to know how things work. My desire was largely based on my 
really strong need to learn formally. I wanted college so that I can learn the processes of 
knowing and learning, and not just get facts, but know how facts come about, and how to 
uncover facts on my own. That was my biggest, and it always has been my biggest 
motivator was to know more just about how things work, and not just accept facts, but 
find out how the facts came about was my biggest motivator. 
School Journey 
Bob began his forty-year higher education journey, starting at a four-year public 
university. One of the reasons for attending this university was that it was close to home and “in 
large part just to please my dad, and they had excellent programs.” After his first semester, he 
“felt pretty confident that I’d be able to do well in college.” However, the second semester, he 
ended up dropping one of his classes because he did not like the teacher and felt he was not 
teaching him anything. He also did not receive guidance as far as career choices. At the end of 
the third semester he states, 
I made kind of a rash decision. I decided that I think if I remember right, there was a 
breakup with a girlfriend that also came along with that. I ended up not registering for the 
spring semester. I said I’m going to take maybe about a year and think about this.  
After talking with some friends, he decided to transfer to a different public four-year university. 
He attended this university for only one quarter.  
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I think this is where the easy time that I had in high school and my first year in college 
kinda caught up to me of not really knowing how to apply myself to what I really needed 
to kick myself in the butt to get going. I figured the easiest thing was to drop out for a 
while, because I really didn’t think that I was ready for college, and maybe I wasn’t. I 
don’t know, at least emotionally, and mentally ready. 
He also disliked that the university was an agricultural school that focused its curriculum on 
applied learning rather than theoretical. He decided to work to save some money. That way, he 
could afford to go back to school, and not have to work full-time while there. 
After working for about one year, Bob started at his third public four-year university and 
remained there one year and one semester. His girlfriend at the time had already graduated 
college and was looking for work in another state; Bob opted to follow her rather than finish his 
college degree. While he was there, Bob got a job at a car dealership and decided that if he was 
going to go back to school he needed residency to help him afford it. His dilemma:  
I can get this job without having to have a degree. I enjoyed it, and I am making fairly 
decent money. So my urgency for finishing my college degree kind of depreciated. I 
didn’t feel as strongly that I needed to get back to school right then.  
After a couple of years, Bob decided that it would be nice to have a degree, so he looked at a 
nearby community college. He decided that he would go back to school for criminology, and that 
would lead him into a law program. However, in the meantime, he married his girlfriend and 
then shortly after that got divorced. The divorce “interfered with my ability to concentrate on 
what I was doing, so I dropped out of school again.” 
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Bob moved to another state and used his car dealership experience to get a job. Regarding 
continuing his education: “I always had in the back of my mind that I’d want to get back to 
school, but I didn’t. I didn’t think I needed to because I was making good money, traveling, and 
getting expenses paid.” However, he found himself traveling quite a bit for work, and decided to 
re-locate to another state where the corporate headquarters were so it would be less travel. It was 
at this time that Bob remarried and they started having children. He felt confident in his career 
path and had placed his priority on his family. 
Bob relocated to another state, continued working, purchased a home, and raised a 
family. Then after about four years: “I started thinking it would be nice to get back to school 
again, so I looked in some of the different programs that were offered.” He found an attractive 
program at a nearby private university that catered to working adults and enrolled. Bob enjoyed 
the seminar style-learning program as he stated it was: 
…writing intensive and reading intensive, and then during the courses, it was a lot of 
discussions as far as what people were getting out of what we had read so far and what 
we had written so far and sharing a lot of that stuff. I really worked hard at it. I applied 
myself.  
His intention and determination were to get his bachelor’s degree and go on to law school. 
Unfortunately, Bob was going through another divorce, so he decided to drop out of the program 
and discontinue his education.  
After working for18 years, Bob decided to go back to school for his bachelor’s degree:  
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I’m doing it so that I can get it done, and I can put it on my resume, but I don’t think it’s 
going to make a difference in my career or not. I really do want as a goal to finish my 
degree. If nothing else happens, I can at least have accomplished that.  
During these working years, Bob had moved to yet another state and looked at various 
universities. He decided his fifth four-year university would be a public university because it was 
more financially reasonable, and it had an online program, and the school allowed him to design 
his own major. 
Urban State University Experience 
After many years, Bob thought about going back to school and remembered USU:  
“I used to drive by USU every day on my way to work. I know that USU, they do have 
online options. I checked it out, and I knew that I could tailor my degree at USU to fit 
with the credits that I already have in place and finish up.”  
 Urban State University enabled him to use his credits from other universities to obtain a degree 
in their individualized studies program. He received support from his academic advisor to 
coordinate all of his transcripts and to find the courses that he would need to take to finish up. 
“She [advisor] also intervened and worked with the professors to make sure that they saw what I 
had taken. She’s one person that I really appreciate a lot.” He also corresponded with his 
professors via email and found them “helpful and encouraging.” 
Bob completed his coursework online and remained at this university for three semesters 
to finish his bachelor’s degree. He said, “Studying online is a new experience for me. I mean, 
I’ve never really taken any of this, a college-level online course … This is really the first time 
that I’ve gone through an intense level of learning that’s basically all online.” 
  117 
 
Themes 
Bob describes his educational journey as broken segments marked by relationship 
breakdowns, good-paying jobs, and a sense of pride and enjoyment. His love of learning shines 
in each segment and overall:  
I think that education is not necessarily something that we should only view as being a 
vocational tool to get a better job but as a way of adding to your life’s journey of 
acquiring knowledge. That’s what drives me.  
His quest for knowledge implanted during his early years at the family dinner table has come 
full-circle. “I am really glad that I am finishing … but more to know first that I have done it … it 
is a point of personal pride.”  
Bob’s Advice 
Bob offered the following advice to current and future students: 
Take advantage of the social help programs that they have in colleges. Even if it doesn’t 
seem like your situation is something that, whatever it may be, whether its personal issues 
that are causing a problem or whatever. Even if it doesn’t seem like it’s a strictly 
academic question, developing a relationship with somebody as a mentor or an advisor at 
school could probably help you stay in school at a time when you can best get through it. 
Bob incurred many experiences with instructors during his swirling journey. In general, his 
advice for instructors is to find ways to create a personal “in-depth kind of conversation” with 
students. He also suggests that courses have a non-lecture, seminar-style format that uses a 
cohort system that would benefit adult learners: 
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I think if I could have found as a freshman in 1979, a program where I could take one 
course intensely for four to five weeks, depending on how many credits it was, in a 
seminar situation all the way through, I think I would have just stayed in college and 
finished it in four years. 
Griz’s Educational Journey 
Griz graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in accounting. Completing 
this degree represents an end of a long education struggle to find his career passion. Griz is a 38-
year-old White male who is married with no children and is currently unemployed. His 19-year 
swirling journey started in 2000 and his pathway encompassed attendance at two community 
colleges, one non-profit university, and one public university before enrollment at USU for his 
undergraduate degree (See Appendix L). 
Pre-college Experience 
During Griz’s high school years, he lived with his parents and an older brother. Neither 
parent had attended a higher education institution. He recalls that during this time, his older 
brother got into a lot of trouble, and as a result, his parents gave him more attention.  
They were focused on [him]; he was doing a lot worse stuff than I was, so didn’t really 
matter what I did. I could get away with stuff, so I guess I gradually kept pushing, and 
pushing, and pushing, so I never got in trouble like he did, but it definitively affected my 
school.  
He reminisced how in junior high school, he was in honor classes and ahead in math, 
composition, and science courses. However, despite his abilities, he dropped out of high school 
during his junior year.  
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I think motivation was probably, definitely a bigger problem than being able to do the 
work. I could always do the work. I just wasn’t interested in the work, I guess. I had a 
group of close friends, but they weren’t good for school. 
After dropping out of high school, Griz went to work in fast-food restaurants and found  
himself desiring a better job. He completed his GED and went to work for a mortgage 
company. I didn’t have a clear idea of what I wanted to do or where I wanted to go. I just 
thought, Oh, no. I dropped out at 17. I got a full-time job, and then one day, I am 18, 19-
years old, and I say I should probably go to college, and I didn’t really have some clear 
idea of what to do, so I think I just went to go. 
School Journey 
Griz began his educational journey of 19 years when he started school at a private for-
profit university. The school was right next door to his work, so it was convenient for him to go 
to night classes and to pursue a degree. “They offered a computer networking program that 
interested me. I like technology, and like the idea of that stuff. And my parents were willing to 
pay for the college back then. I was living at home.” He attended this university for just a few 
quarters and stated that he did not respect the teachers, did not like the facilities, and it just did 
not feel like college. 
Upon leaving the for-profit private university, he attended school for a very short time at 
a for-profit technical college and studied electronics. He did not find his studies interesting, so he 
soon transferred to a public community college to continue his education. “I should probably go 
to college, and I didn’t really have some clear idea of what to do, so I think I just went to go.” He 
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started working on his general education and liberal arts studies to complete a two-year degree in 
liberal arts. He found his lack of a clear career focus troublesome: 
All of a sudden, I have all these options, and I didn’t know what to pick, so I started 
doing just a general, like a liberal arts two-year degree. That didn’t interest me either, so I 
went there, and I literally went one semester and dropped. I disappeared in the middle of 
the semester, so didn’t even finish one semester. 
After leaving this community college, Griz concentrated on work for the next 17 years. 
He worked at a mortgage company and then a title company: 
I was always able to get good jobs compared to maybe some of my peers, but, of course, 
I thought I was capable of more, but I just didn’t have a good resume to show for it, so 
when you have your GED, and it’s all you have, I can get jobs. I could start as a temp and 
would get hired on. I could move up a little bit, but then you always hit a wall. There is 
just only so much you can advance when you don’t have the education, or specific 
experience, which I couldn’t get without the education, so I was always employed full-
time.  
During the next 17-years as he worked, Griz observed his wife’s promotions and raises: 
I think seeing the raises she was getting, the promotion she was getting, the cool jobs she 
was getting. She’s a lawyer, so she went to more school than I ever thought I would go 
to, but I think that had a bigger effect on me than anything else.  
He recalled going to lawyer parties and asked by her peers where he went to school and what 
degree he had gotten. This affected Griz: “Stuff like that gets old, and I knew it. It bothered me, 
and I knew I probably should do more, so I went back to school.” 
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Griz decided to return to the community college, where he had last done his coursework. 
Unfortunately, because he had walked away, he found himself suspended and on academic 
probation due to the failing grades that he had received. Griz did what was necessary to receive 
an academic waiver and worked hard to get back into college life. “I’m going to do it different 
this time. I just stopped working, basically, and I focused on school. I said this is going to be my 
focus now. I’m going to really try and do well at school.” Griz did well academically and 
graduated with an Associate of Arts (AA) degree in mathematics while posting all A’s in his 
course work. When asked what made the difference for him, he commented: 
It wasn’t like in my teens or early 20s, when I was going, I had no idea what I wanted to 
do, but I wasn’t really interested in anything either, so it’s not like, it was different. So 
focusing, it really helped me, being a different stage of my life really helped me, being 
with my wife really helped me.  
He also became more involved with activities on campus; specifically, he became a tutor for 
math, chemistry, and physics. He was spending more time on campus, as he attended classes 
each day of the week and as a result, had time between each class. Tutoring was a way to occupy 
his time. 
After graduation from the community college, Griz decided to go to the [state’s flagship] 
university. He entered a program that would guarantee him admission. He found this program in 
the science and engineering college in actuary sciences. He soon realized that this university was 
a lot harder than the community college, and he needed to devote more time to his studies while 
at the same time juggling work and family responsibilities. He started to have difficulties in his 
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coursework and commented that no one at the university took notice of the problems he was 
having.  
They should have done more for me, to be honest. When I started dropping classes, 
nobody said anything. The university doesn’t seem to care about individual students in 
my experience. It’s weird to me that they let people just disappear without trying to 
communicate with them. It’s weird to me that an advisor never called me, or tried to talk 
to me, or try. I do think the school should do more to hold onto students. 
After dropping out of the actuary science program and the university, Griz considered other 
options.  
I didn’t want to go back to some kind of technical school, or something like that. I’d been 
at the university. I didn’t want to go back. That felt like a huge downgrade, so I said, I 
need a four-year school. I want to get a bachelor’s degree in something, and I wanted it to 
be somewhat significant. I just don’t think those two-year degrees are very valuable.  
Urban State University Experience 
For Griz, USU was the logical next university choice because he could work and go to 
school, the campuses were close to where he lived, and the price was right. Price was an 
important consideration in his choice of schools. At this point, he and his wife were paying for 
student loans. The choice also made sense because he thought that the USU program lined up 
with well with what he wanted to do regarding his major selection and career and academic 
courses from the past would transfer and meet many of the requirements for graduation. It would 
also be possible to get his degree in less time than if he would have gone to a private university. 
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Griz defined his experience at USU by talking about course instruction and did not make 
mention of the use of student or academic services. Regarding the design of the courses:  
I think maybe the classes were catered to the lowest common denominator. I don’t want  
to sound insulting or mean, but I think it’s designed for maybe less capable students.  
Maybe, in most cases. I do think the curriculum in some classes has been too easy for the  
most part.  
Regarding the instructors: 
In my opinion, I think that the teachers, seem to be very good and very competent, and 
the materials seem to be good. The teachers, I think, are closer to students here than at 
[university]. I think that the teachers seem to care more about the students than they did 
at [university]. 
Regarding the credentials of instructors: “It inspires confidence, or whatever. I’m learning from a 
Ph.D. professor, that obviously is an expert in this field.” 
Themes 
Griz reasoned that his 19-year education journey was a result of his procrastination. “I am 
always a procrastinator, I always scramble at the last minute, and it usually works out. I am a 
procrastinator. I push things off.” He also thought the schools could do more:  
I think it would’ve been nice, when I started failing stuff, started screwing up, that 
someone had said, ‘what are you trying to do? What do you want to do? Set some goals. 
How can you achieve them?’ Instead, you’re on your own, you blend in, maybe at a 
bigger high school, and nobody cares, and it shows, and when you’re dumb kid, I don’t 
know. I think you make dumb decisions, and I made a bunch of dumb decisions.  
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Griz describes his educational journey as the pursuit of trying to find what he wanted to 
do for a living, what career path to follow, and a lack of having set goals. He seemed to question 
himself regarding his career choices.  
I wish I wouldn’t have gone into things with just no idea, because that was when my 
parents were paying for it and it wasn’t cheap, and it was a waste of money. It’s easy to 
waste somebody else’s money. I feel guilty.  
He did not question his academic abilities. During his 19-year educational journey, he 
worked and struggle at school, but when he did focus and found the course material interesting, 
he did very well. However, even now, as he is finishing a four-year degree in accounting, he is 
questioning if he should have pursued a trade. He believes that high schools and colleges should 
“spend more time getting to know individual kids, figuring out what’s right for that person, and 
teaching people there’s all kinds of options out there, that I still don’t think they’re talking 
about.” As he finishes his degree, he appreciates his wife’s support emotionally and financially, 
along with her educational and work example and her encouragement to pursue his degree to 
completion. 
Griz’s Advice 
Griz offered the following advice to current and future students: “The person needs to 
want it. You need to have an idea of what you want to do. You need to have goals. You need to 
set up milestones. I would say set reasonable goals.” 
Griz had many things to say about instructors and the type of instruction he received. He 
said that it is important for instructors to find ways to encourage students so it will: 
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Require you [students] to go to school, to touch the materials, to listen to a lecture, to take 
notes. You’re engaged in the material at least five one hour chunks a week, and then you 
have to go home and do homework every day, so you’re really touching the material. 
Present the information in an engaging way, apply it to real life, and make sense, and he’s 
got a good personality, so I think it makes … Personality makes a big difference, 
connecting stuff to real-world applications makes a big difference, and, of course, he is 
very knowledgeable. I don’t like online classes, so I would rather take a Saturday class. 
Griz’s advice to high schools and higher education institutions is to as early as possible,  
inform students about the various types of careers that are available to them and help them to 
determine their career skill set and interest. “I do wish kids were made aware of all the options 
out there because I think there’s a lot of options. There’s a lot of good-paying jobs with good … 
You can have good careers doing a lot other stuff that don’t require a four-year degree.” He went 
on to say how high schools should focus on teaching everyday skills to students such as, how to 
balance a checkbook, prepare a budget, and so forth.  
An overall advice, and one that Griz often emphasized, is for educational institutions, 
instructors, and student service personnel to always be sure to communicate with students. He 
often said, “They could have reached out to me … it’s weird that they never communicated with 
me. It’s weird to me that nobody calls you or sends you an email. It’s weird to me that an advisor 
never called.” 
Toto’s Educational Journey 
Toto graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in social work and a minor in 
psychology. Completing this degree represents an end of a long education struggle with English 
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as a second language. Toto is a 53-year-old married Hispanic female who has two children and 
was a Pell-eligible student. She works for a government county as a county worker. Her 37-year 
swirling journey began in 1982, and her pathway encompassed attendance at one foreign 
university, one community education center, and three community colleges before enrollment at 
USU for her undergraduate degree (See Appendix M). 
Pre-college Experience 
Toto attended preparatory school in Mexico City three years before college. She attended 
an all-girls Catholic school and studied in the administrative program. Her program area 
concentrated on the humanities and social sciences. The school emphasized academics by 
offering Saturday coaching, extra lectures on memory techniques by the nuns, and a yearly 
weekend retreat. Toto felt well prepared for college:  
The quality of the education, it was good … they were really good teachers. It was a 
combination of academics and making sure that we understood. Those study habits that 
they ingrain[ed] on us go back, and check your lessons and to understand, so all that was 
a really good foundation for me before college.  
Toto described her family situation as “a little bit more rocky.” During this time, her 
mother had gotten a divorce, remarried, and gotten pregnant. “My mom’s second marriage was 
dysfunctional, a lot of chaos, and because I was the oldest one, I had to take care of my brother. 
Coming out of high school, it was difficult for me.” Despite the “chaos” of family life, her 
mother cared deeply for her education and would pay for Toto to attend summer school, where 
she worked on “ memory [skills], speed reading, British English, and how to study” subjects.  
School Journey 
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Toto began her 37-year educational journey after leaving the private all-girl Catholic 
preparatory school. She attended a university in Mexico City and focused on international 
relations studies because her “very strong mom” insisted on that program. She stayed in this 
program for one year and then switched to the discipline of law that she wanted to pursue 
coming out of preparatory school. During this time, she attended the university and lived at 
home. School studies and family responsibilities were part of her life for the next three years. 
Her family life at home was causing stress and anxiety as her mother was going through an 
abusive relationship with her stepfather. Toto and her boyfriend intervened to help her mother 
and take care of her siblings. This was during the time she was also studying at school and 
maintaining a full class load. Despite the stress at home, Toto finished her studies but did not 
complete her degree. She did not finish her thesis nor bar exam as she had gotten to the point that 
she needed to leave the home environment. She described her university experience and the 
reason for leaving: 
I finished my first year of college, and then three years after that, but I didn’t do my 
thesis, and I didn’t do my bar exams, so I didn’t graduate, so that was the difference, so I 
was never able to work as a lawyer. I had my chances because I was an intern always. 
Then I just continue working, and then I got pregnant, I had the children. Then I forgot 
about the school and never attempted to just go back and do whatever I needed to do. 
Toto spent the next 15-years of her life working and raising children. During this time, 
she was divorced and concentrated on working and raising her two children. The stresses of 
single parenting and continued issues in her mother’s marriage and with her ex-husband caused 
her to experience depression. It was at this time she reached out to a friend and while they were 
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talking she came to the realization, “I need a plan B. I think I need to change scenery because 
I’m just feeling that, I don’t know, I need just another plan. I need to step away a little bit, figure 
something out.” Toto’s friend invited her to the United States, so she applied for and received a 
six-month visa. 
She soon realized that she needed to improve her English language skills:  
The accent and the pronunciation, it wasn’t there, even though I took English classes 
since I was in kindergarten, but you don’t practice. I remember I was able to read and 
everything, and I was just like a mute person with a dictionary with me.  
She noticed that a local educational center was offering language skills development, and she 
enrolled in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes.  
After the ESL classes, Toto began to train and work as a volunteer to teach English to 
other people at the education center. She was becoming more social within her community and 
started to attend Latin events. At one such event, she met her next husband. After about a year, 
they were married, and her two children from the previous marriage, who had remained in 
Mexico, were able to join her in the United States. For the next four years, she worked with her 
husband in his restaurant business and raised her children. She spent extra time working with her 
son, who was struggling at school. “I applied the same philosophy as my mama. I said, you know 
if you don’t like school, because his grades weren’t very good. If you don’t like school, so then 
you’re going to end up washing dishes.” And so the punishment was washing dishes at the 
family restaurant when grades were bad.  
Even though Toto was busy working in the family restaurant and raising children, she 
decided to return to school. She said:  
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I thought, what is it that my community needs, something that I could probably help that I 
have the language? My idea was I can open up the service for Hispanics. I could probably 
do the translations; I can help them with the taxes, right? That was my idea.  
Toto enrolled in a local community college to study accounting, thinking it would help her 
husband in his restaurant and help her community. However, about a year and a half into her 
schoolwork, she discontinued her studies:  
The needs of the business and work absorbed me that I just left, I felt, you know what? I 
cannot do it. Even though this is very nice, but the reality is right now. The pressure and 
just everything the business and the work, so I sacrificed community college.  
Toto had also started a new job working full time for the cto receive healthcare benefits for her 
and her family. 
After working for a couple of years, the idea of getting a college degree nudged at Toto 
again. “I need to get a degree. I forget about the business and helping my people. I felt like I just 
for pride; I need to have a degree.” Toto approached USU for the first time and enrolled. While 
she was there and taking classes, USU advised her to get some developmental help for math, 
English, and writing. So she concurrently attended a community college to pick up those classes 
at a reduced price. During this time, she received a promotion to a supervisor position with the 
county that caused her to work on Saturdays, and her “son was acting up really bad, and I had to 
stop [attending school].” She left USU on academic probation and continued to work full-time. 
Toto worked for five years and again came to the realization that she needed to go back 
to school to complete her degree: “You know what, even if they are going to send me my 
diploma to the grave, I’m going to finish the degree. This was just personal.” She decided to go 
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to another community college to finish all her generals and to pursue a two-year degree in 
philosophy. Her mindset turned to more social work types of skills, and as a result, she 
considered a career in the human services area. Her dream now was to work in child protection.  
If we do good with our children, it is going to be a better society, right? We’re going to 
pay for Social Security anyway, so we need to do a nice job with our children, right? So I 
thought, okay - social work.  
With her newfound realization that social work was her passion, she decided to return to USU 
and enroll in the social work program. Due to a delay in her enrollment at USU into the new 
cohort group, she took a couple of extra classes at the community college to finish a two-year 
degree in psychology. Having received her two-year degree, she questioned why she did not 
have a four-year degree. Her work environment had become toxic, and as a result, she felt 
pressured to finish a bachelor’s degree.  
I need to get out of here, the only way that I can do so as if I have a degree.” Then from 
that moment until now, still I thought, I’ll be damned if I stop again. I don’t care if 
there’s a tornado or a tsunami, I don’t care, but I need to finish.  
Urban State University Experience 
 Toto’s second enrollment at USU proved a challenge. Two obstacles blocked her way as 
she had not left USU in good standing. She was on probation due to the Fs that she had received 
during her attendance the first time. Because of the probation, Toto needed “some people [to] 
write me letters and affidavits” to get herself back into the university and to “be forgiven.” She 
also needed acceptance into her social work program. Toto successfully overcame the obstacles 
and completed her degree.  
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Toto recalled her experience with her advisor and how she was more comfortable with 
the education experience: “You see, now, with more experience, and you ask questions, and then 
I guess I was more aware, and my eyes were more open in asking for help and knowing go here, 
go there. I feel more secure and more self-confident of asking questions.” However, she did 
recall one bad experience with an instructor who told her to drop a class: “I didn’t feel that he 
was really supporting me, even though I was explaining … he told me to ‘just drop it,’ and I feel 
so discouraged … I would say, bad experience when you have teachers that are so rigid and so 
strict that it intimidates you.” 
Regarding her overall experience at USU, Toto explained:  
This second time was like it was more clear to me. Being in a cohort in my program 
helped me. Having one of my teachers, who was the chair of the program, be Hispanic 
helps. I think this time I felt like all the teachers were very informative not only about the 
classes but about what was going on in the campus and where you can get help and all 
that stuff.  
Themes 
Two major themes emerge to describe her journey. Her mother’s influence from her early 
days of preparatory school and the pride she has in herself because of her culture and 
community. Toto described her mother’s temperament in her childhood as being “very strong,” 
along with her insistence on a strict structure of schoolwork and family involvement. She 
described how her mother was worried about her and her two sisters and would give them the 
following speech:  
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We live in a patriarchal society, and you need to learn to be self-sufficient. That’s only 
going to be through education, so get your schooling, you get to be self-sufficient and 
work because I’m not going to be able to. I’m not going to be able to choose your 
husband. You guys are going to do it, and if you screw up, I don’t want you to get stuck.  
Her mother followed up on this statement by enrolling her children into a private Catholic all-
girls preparatory school, by paying for summers of extracurricular studies to help them improve 
their study skills, and by insisting on the completion of homework. 
Toto showed her pride, self-efficacy, and determination. “Okay. I need to finish my 
degree. Just to, it was mainly for pride.” She demonstrated her pride of culture and community 
by discussing how she felt shame for her roots when she was a teenager in Mexico but now that 
she is out of the country: 
It has strengthened my pride about my heritage, so it is helped me, because I think we, 
especially in a country like Mexico, being exposed to adversity and having to fight for 
things and living in a patriarchal society, trying to make sure that I didn’t get stuck, 
makes me strong. If a door is closing, will go around and find a window that is going to 
open, so that really has helped me, and now I feel probably really more proud about my 
heritage. That Aztec warrior that has helped me to continue.  
Toto, in a summary of her educational journey, said:  
When I feel that some of these years were a waste of time, it is not really, as long as I 
take the learning experience. Some lessons are more expensive that others, right, but it’s 
always a good experience. School was the place where it helped me to cope and survive 
that environment because it kept me busy. It kept me studying, doing my homework.  
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Toto’s Advice 
Toto offered the following advice to current and future students: 
This experience was, especially coming back as an older person, I felt like I was a 
grandma in each of the classes, and then listening to the young students complaining, 
‘What do you mean 10 pages? And what do you mean today is a test?’ I was just still 
laughing, thinking, take advantage of your memory and your energy, because later, it’s 
not impossible, but it’s more difficult … You have to pay your dues; you have to do a 
good foundation. It means effort and energy, and time. 
Toto summarized her experiences with instructors and provided the following advice: 
I think teachers can relate and are a little bit more understanding and can be more flexible 
with the students that come at night because we have jobs. I would say hybrid classes are 
really good because they have this, you save some time, and it’s convenient when you 
can just go online.” 
Mandy’s Educational Journey 
Mandy graduated in December 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in accounting and business 
administration. Completing this degree represents an end of a long education struggle of going to 
school for a degree that would open doors to a job as well as the difficulties of English as a 
second language. Mandy is a 36-year-old separated Asian female who has five children and was 
a first-generation and Pell-eligible student. She is currently unemployed. Her 17-year swirling 
journey began in 2002, and her pathway encompassed attendance at two private technical 
colleges and two community colleges before enrollment at USU for her undergraduate degree 
(See Appendix N). 
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Pre-college Experience 
Mandy moved to the United States when she was 10 years old and heard the English 
language for the first time in fourth grade. She lived in a Hmong household with eight other 
siblings. Everyone in the household spoke Hmong while at home and only English while at 
school. Mandy described her family environment and how it affected her social involvement:  
My parents were really strict; I mean they don’t want me to go wild, so there’s always 
that restriction where I can’t do things after school. I usually just go to school, and then 
I’ll come home, or I can go to work. I don’t really have a choice like other students where 
they can participate with after school activities.  
Between her junior and senior years of high school, Mandy married and moved to 
another state where she attended high school for her senior year. Mandy described her senior 
year: “I attend half-day school, and then the other half-day I was in a program where I can get 
out of school early and go to work.” She also felt challenged her senior year to pass the basic 
standard tests needed to graduate. This created anxiety as she felt behind in their studies because 
most students had their sophomore and junior year to take pre-basic standard tests to prepare for 
the exams their senior year. When asked how she did in high school academically, Mandy 
responded, “I don’t think that I was ready for college. I don’t think I get the structure of writing.” 
Yet her husband “wanted me to complete high school, and then he also wanted me to attend 
college so that I can obtain a decent job so that we can be a really functional or supportive 
family.” 
School Journey 
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Mandy began her 17-year educational journey when she attended a private community 
college to study accounting. After the completion of one semester, Mandy became pregnant, and 
because of the strict absence rules at the school, she withdrew from school during her second 
semester. She started working for a temporary agency working on second shifts as her partner 
worked from nine-to-five. “I need to go to work because we’re kind of struggling, so I need to 
get a job.” She worked this job for approximately a year and a half until she decided to go back 
to school. “I decided that I need to go back to school. That’s something that I want to do, and it’s 
always been something that I want to do if I can, and also because I didn’t like my job.” 
Mandy enrolled at a technical community college to receive a diploma in dental 
assistance while still working on weekends.  
I spoke with my partner, and he recommended that I go for a dental assistant because he 
used to be one. He said, hey, why don’t you try dental assisting? Because you might like 
it. I see a lot of females who are dental assistants; maybe you should give it a try. Then 
I’m like, okay, I’ll give it a try, but I have no idea what dental assistances do. I have no 
knowledge of what they do at all.  
She selected a specific technical community college because the program seemed a little faster 
and a little easier to get into. Mandy completed her degree and passed the national and state 
board licensing exams. 
Unfortunately, Mandy was unable to find a job as a dental assistant as “it was during that 
recession time.” She also admitted that, “I didn’t really quite like what a dental assistant do.” 
However, she continued to apply for jobs and worked weekends for approximately two years.  
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I can’t find a job, so I’m stuck with my weekend position like I don’t want to do this 
forever, so I need to … It was getting to that point where my weekend job is really 
getting to me, and I was like, you know what, I need to go back to school, I need to go 
back to school again, maybe this time going to go for accounting.  
Mandy chose a community college that was close to her home, and it offered a two-year 
accounting degree. Before starting the program, she took an assessment that determined the 
courses needed before enrolling in the program.  
My writing was low, my reading was low, so I had to take a few prepping courses before 
I can start taking courses that count towards graduation. So it took me a little longer than 
a typical person would, because I didn’t have that writing skills, and reading skills to 
meet the requirements. 
While attending courses, she started to consider herself a typical student and became 
more comfortable with attending school. She had become a full-time student and gave up her 
weekend employment to devote herself full-time to her schoolwork: “I want to focus just on 
school.” No longer was she rushing into school just for classes and leaving immediately 
afterwards. They were able to get by financially on her partner’s salary, but she admitted that 
they had to make sacrifices.  
Mandy would watch the school bulletin boards for scholarship notices and started 
applying for them. The first time she applied for a scholarship, she received a small amount of 
$500. Mandy was persistent in applying for scholarships that she noticed on the bulletin boards. 
“The third time, which I wasn’t planning on applying, but I did at the last minute, that one was 
the one completely changed everything in the course of my education!” She had received a 
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transfer scholarship and did not even know what it was until she got it. This scholarship provided 
Mandy the opportunity to pursue a four-year undergraduate degree, and she could transfer to any 
partner school, tuition-free. Her intentions at the time, however, were to receive a two-year 
associate of arts degree and become employed with an accounting career. Mandy’s first thoughts 
were to question her ability and confidence to complete a four-year degree because of her writing 
skills. However, she accepted the challenge:  
I didn’t want to just miss out on that opportunity, because either I take it or I just, I’m just 
going to lose it, then I’m just going to … So I decided to give it a shot, what do I have to 
lose? It’s going to take more time, but if I don’t take this opportunity, I don’t think I will 
ever go back to school. 
Mandy narrowed her four-year university choices down to three. She considered the 
[state flagship] university but felt she did not have the confidence or the abilities to be 
successful. She considered a private university because “maybe private schools probably teach 
better,” but she was afraid that she would need to take out loans to pay additional tuition over 
and above her scholarship. However, the private school “didn’t really respond in time for me to 
get the information I needed, USU responded a lot faster, so I decided to attend there instead.” 
The scholarship also provided additional resources for Mandy:  
Once you get into that program, there’s a program adviser, and there [are] also like 
people from the sponsor company that are responsible for the program, and then they’ll 
come and meet with us. Those individuals will continue to monitor your progress, or they 
basically are there to mentor, and help you. 
Urban State University Experience 
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Upon arrival at USU, a counselor reached out to discuss a career plan and how to 
navigate the program curriculum. “She basically helped me plan everything. Otherwise, I don’t 
know how I am going to navigate here.” They determined that to meet the requirements of the 
program, Mandy would need additional courses, so she concurrently enrolled in them at her 
previous community college. She also took advantage of various student services and support 
that USU offered. The Parent Center and Food Pantry were supportive as they provided diapers 
and food for her children and family. The TRIO Program offered a tutoring center that she used 
to improve her writing skills. Feeling academically challenged at USU, she applied for and 
received Urban Scholarship. She explained, “The program encompasses different curriculums 
that help students prepare for professional work. I don’t have that kind of confidence, and going 
through all those programs helped build up my confidence about public speaking.” The program 
also helped with presentation and leadership skills along with the knowledge and understanding 
of the work environment. 
Themes 
Mandy described her educational journey with four themes: struggle with her career 
choices, struggle with English as a second language especially in her writing, use of education as 
a means to obtain a job, and use of scholarships. In high school, Mandy wanted to pursue 
accounting because she thought she was strong in math, and it was her favorite subject. “When I 
spoke with the liaison, his response was, ‘you know, accounting probably don’t make money.’ 
So, it was that kind of impressions where maybe accounting is not the right career for me”. And 
then later, it was her partner who suggested that she go to school to study dental assisting. “After 
so many years, I am still unsure of what career to pursue. I was debating whether I should finish 
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up with my accounting degree. I spoke with my partner, and he recommended I go for dental 
assisting.” She also said, “I would really love it if someone was there to guide me in terms of 
like, these are some of the program offerings, and these are some of the challenges you will 
expect.” Yet despite the advice from people in her life, Mandy came full circle with her career 
choice, to end with an accounting degree.  
Throughout her educational journey, Mandy mentioned many times her frustration with 
and the delay in her education due to her struggles with the English language:  
I think it’s harder to write and read. Reading is a little easier, and speaking is probably 
the easiest out of the three, but I think writing, the writing component is really a struggle 
or the hardest. I can read and write in my own language, but is really difficult to just 
really understand the concept of the English language, even though I am a college 
student, it is still a struggle for me. 
Mandy’s initial career focus was to use her education to get a job:  
I wasn’t looking for like four years degree; I was hoping just to get my two-year degree. I 
wasn’t planning on getting my four-year at all, so it was just a two-year degree that’s why 
community college was a better place for me. I was probably going to finish my two-
years, and join the workforce … I wasn’t planning on getting my four-years. I didn’t have 
that confidence. 
Mandy’s Advice 
Mandy’s advice for high schools counselors is to guide students, especially first-
generation students: 
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I would really love if someone was there to guide me in term[s] of like, ‘These are some 
of the programs offerings, and these are some of the challenges you will expect’ … I 
learned that there are tools out there [to] help you to forecast the economy of the 
workforce, like some of the current jobs demanding, the rate for the different jobs, and 
the skills/education required for those job. Having that kind of knowledge would have 
been really helpful. 
Mandy, upon considering her swirling journey, provided the following advice to current 
and future students: 
Take a career that you enjoy, but also consider careers that are sustainable in the long- 
run. If you struggle with deciding which career is the right one for you, still unsure what 
degree to pursue, then I highly recommend doing some informational interviews, 
evaluate your strengths and weaknesses, and do more research to find what interest you 
and apply to the jobs in that are available in the workforce. Additionally, stay connected. 
Take advantage of what is offering to you as a student. Speak with your counselor and 
have them help guide you. Join clubs and organizations, go out of your comfort zone, and 
make friends that are working toward the same goals or degree like yourself, and most 
importantly – network. 
Summary of the Journeys 
The participant’s journeys began with high school preparation and career plans. They 
then swirled through multiple interruptions and re-entries that involved self-determination and 
institutional supports that propelled them to degree completion. This section presents a detailed 
description of the five themes that emerged from the data. The five themes include high school 
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experience, journey interruptions, persistence, institutional factors, and family support. High 
school experience describes the participant’s academic preparation and career planning. Journey 
interruptions describe the reason participants left a college or university before degree 
completion. Persistence describes why the participants re-entered the education system and the 
intrinsic strength they used to complete their education. Institutional factors describe the 
institutional neglect and support received by the participants. Family support describes parental 
and spouse support.  
High School Experience 
 This section looks at the preparation and educational plans the participants experienced 
during high school. I felt it important to understand their academic foundations and if they had a 
career plan that directed their journey. 
Five of the six participants graduated from high school. One participant left high school 
in his junior year and went to work. He received a GED ahead of his classmates. Two of the 
participants remained at the same high school through graduation. The other three moved 
between schools because of a pregnancy, marriage, and to find a more academically challenging 
school. Two participants attended a private high school and were the only participants that 
enrolled in a public four-year university post-high school. Five of the participants felt 
academically prepared for college, while one participant questioned her abilities with the English 
language. 
All of the participants had a career plan as they entered college. Four of the participants 
had a clear plan and occupation focus coming out of high school and stated they had talked with 
guidance counselors or had taken a career aptitude assessment test. One participant entered a 
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university with a vague idea of something to study but quickly admitted he was going to the 
university because he enjoyed “learning” and did not necessarily have a career focus. The GED 
participant, upon noticing a private for-profit university next to his work location, decided on a 
field of study and enrolled but quickly lost interest. Each of the participants enrolled into a 
different type of educational institution: a private business technical college, public community 
college, Occupational Skills Training Center, a university in Mexico and then a Community 
Education Center then a technical community college in the USA, a for-profit university, and a 
public state university. 
 It is interesting to note after the interview, all participants offered advice strongly 
suggesting high school students have a clear career plan before entering the higher education 
system. They also suggested high school students utilize mentors and guidance counselors to 
assist them. Of the four who had a clear direction coming out of high school, three did have high 
school counseling, although they did not continue to complete that specific degree. The one 
participant that received counseling, although she did not feel its usefulness at the time, is the 
participant with the degree she wanted, despite her counselor trying to talk her out of her plan.  
Journey Interruptions 
 Interruptions occurred when a participant left a college or university before a degree or 
certificate completion. The number of times interruptions occurred for each participant ranged 
between one to five times. Five interruptions occurred for three of the six participants. The most 
frequently cited reasons included leaving school for family reasons, change in career (degree) 
focus, and loss of interest in school. To a lesser degree, participants left because they enjoyed 
their work, needed developmental course work, or received a transfer scholarship.  
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Four of the participants mentioned some type of family issue that caused them to leave an 
educational intuition. Family issues included the following reasons: parent, spouse or children 
relationships and responsibilities, and financial difficulties. 
For the most part, parents supported the participants, however, due to a parent domestic 
situation, a participant left school to come home to take care of siblings, then married, raised 
children, divorced, and worked for many years before re-entering the educational system. Spouse 
issues caused one participant to leave school on three different occasions, once to relocate and 
twice for divorces. Three participants stated children as a reason to leave school due to 
pregnancy, need to stay home to raise children, and children asking their parents to stay home. 
These three participants also mentioned the need to work to support the family financially. One 
participant volunteered to help a friend with her child, and the increased responsibilities caused 
her to leave school.  
Three participants indicated that they changed educational institutions due to their change 
in career focus and need for a different degree. These participants intended to receive a two-year 
degree qualifying them for a particular type of job, and when they changed their career focus, a 
four-year degree was now required. One participant received a liberal arts two-year degree and 
then attended another school for a specialty only to return to the same community college for a 
two-year degree qualifying her for a specific job.  
Three participants left their educational institution because they lost interest in attending 
school. Of these three participants, one left four times, one twice, and one once for this reason. 
All participants stated they were not enjoying the subject matter of their classes and did not have 
a career direction or receive career guidance at this. In one incident, the participant recalled when 
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he started failing course work; neither his instructor nor advisor reached out to help. They all 
mentioned how they walked away from school, and the school did not reach out to them or 
communicate in any way. 
Another reason given by two participants for leaving school was they had found a job 
they enjoyed and therefore did not see a reason to return to school. One participant received her 
degree and started working in the career she enjoyed. She recalled how she struggled to decide 
on a decision to remain at a job that was financially providing for her and her family or stop to 
attend school for another career. In the other case, work was meant to be something the 
participant would do in the interim between schools, only to find that he was successful in the 
job, and advancements within this career did not require an education.  
Additional reasons participants mentioned for leaving school were for developmental 
coursework and due to a transfer scholarship that financially contributed to an undergraduate 
degree. Two participants needed developmental course work. To receive this coursework, one 
left the university to attend a community college while the other concurrently attended a 
community college.  
Persistence 
 Participants re-entered the higher education system for some of the same reasons they 
left. They needed a four-year undergraduate degree because they wanted a better job and career, 
a decision to change their occupation requiring a different degree, or because they received a 
transfer scholarship that would financially contribute. Additional reasons why they enrolled in 
another college or university included the desire to have a degree, a college or university offered 
a specific program of study they needed, and because a university offered a “guaranteed 
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admission.” They all also chose the educational institution because of proximity to work and 
home and because of affordability and references from friends and family. 
A significant factor of their persistence was their intrinsic desire to achieve a four-year 
degree as well as the value it brought to them. All the participants, near the end of their swirling, 
stated a very strong desire and were passionate and emotional about completing their 
undergraduate degree. They described the value as accomplishing a purpose in life, being 
capable of more, not wasting my ability at my job, not missing an opportunity, and because it 
would be nice to have. For all participants, it was a combination of internal pride, maturity, 
coping skills, and attitude towards accomplishing the degree that propelled them forward.  
In this section, I will use the participant’s words to more fully and accurately express the 
importance of their inner strength they used to complete their swirling journey. Toto’s expressed 
her passion to complete her degree by saying: “I need to finish my degree … it was mainly for 
pride. I’ll be damned if I stop again. I don’t care if there’s a tornado or tsunami, I don’t care, but 
I need to finish.” Mandy commented that she knew her goal was to do accounting work and her 
passion to complete her degree was for independence and to get a decent job: “I want to do 
accounting … I want a decent job … I don’t want to depend on someone.” Bob, near the 
completion of a 40 year educational journey and admitting that his degree would not be helpful 
in getting a promotion or raise said, “My own desire to have an education was huge … I really 
do want as a goal to finish my degree. If nothing else happens, I can at least have accomplished 
that.” Veronica after tearfully explaining how much her father wanted her to complete her 
undergraduate degree and unfortunately had passed away before seeing her accomplishment said, 
“But I got to finish. I feel incomplete.” Sally wanted to advance her career and expressed her 
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passion by saying, “I guess, school was a priority … I had to keep going.” And Griz who 
considered his journey a “procrastination” and a struggle to find his way said, “I want to get a 
bachelor’s degree in something and I wanted it to be somewhat significant.”  
During the interviews, the participants expressed a sense of maturity. This maturity was 
helping them to navigate the educational system. It was displayed by a self-assurance and taking 
of control of their education. They were starting to take ownership as they sought information 
they needed to complete their degrees. They reached out to advisors for help and started to plan 
how they were going to finish. They appreciated the support and followed their advice. This was 
evident by their intelligent and rational decisions regarding their education.  
All participants showed various ways they employed coping skills throughout their 
educational journey. They were finding ways to balance family, work, and school and started to 
reach outside themselves to others for guidance. They were making adjustments to work 
schedules, planning their course route to degree completion, budgeting for home expenses and 
tuition fees, seeking scholarship monies, students services such as the parent center, food 
shelves, and academic services such as the writing and tutoring centers. They also displayed 
coping skills in more intrinsic ways. Mandy said, “I just kept pounding through.” Toto said, 
“School was a place where it helped me to cope and survive, my oasis.” Veronica said, “I suck it 
up and I just deal with it. I pray every day.”  
A desire to learn drove the participants. All participants stated education was a priority. 
They wanted good grades, focused on school, made study time their number one priority, applied 
themselves, and gave more attention to the education process. They also started to reach out to 
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advisors and instructors and took a more active role with their classmates even to the point of 
tutoring.  
Institutional Factors 
All participants expressed their experiences at educational institutions in ways that 
demonstrated institutional neglect and institutional support. Institutional neglect often appeared 
early in the participants swirling journey as participants tried to find their way within the 
educational system. They seemed to require career guidance as they struggled to find their career 
focus, and they found some instructors non-supportive and even intolerable. Later in their 
journeys, they found familiarly with the educational system and received institutional support 
from student services and instructors. 
Institutional neglect. Unfortunately, each participant talked about situations during 
their journeys where schools could have done better. The participants discussed struggles with 
developmental coursework, instructors, advisors, and a general lack of communication from 
educational institutions.  
Developmental education and disability. Three of the participants experienced academic 
challenges that required developmental course work. Two participants struggled with English as 
their second language and the third with a learning disability. All three described their 
educational struggles as needing to read chapters multiple times to understand the material and 
not possessing the writing skills necessary to meet educational requirements.  
Common to all three participants was the educational system failure to address their 
academic situation until they entered USU. Each participant had attended a community college 
before USU. It was not until USU identified the issue the participants were able to get the needed 
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assistance. As a result, two participants remained at USU. One received assistance through USU 
support centers while the other concurrently attended another community college for her 
developmental course work. The other participant left USU to attend a community college before 
returning.  
Instructional failure. All of the participants talked about negative experiences with 
instructors. These unfortunate incidences occurred at community colleges as well as universities 
and ranged from dissatisfaction with instructors teaching methods to racism. Three participants 
spoke about their interaction with an instructor emotionally while two needed to pause the 
interview to collect themselves. One example involved death in the family, and the participant 
felt she did not receive the requested extra time to complete assignments and became afraid of 
failing.  
Participants discussed the typical things students say about their instructors, such as they 
give too much homework, a harsh grader, did not like their teaching style, etc. However, I heard 
troubling comments such as the instructor: was not competent, tried to avoid the participant, was 
too rigid, strict, inflexible with tardiness and homework due dates, and intimidating to the point 
of students crying. Two of the participants had said their instructors that were insulting, and one 
even used the word “racist” to describe her instructor.  
Regarding course formats, all participants mentioned how they disliked using the online 
format in course work. Specifically, they found the use of discussion boards impersonal, difficult 
when following the conversation, and an unnatural way to talk with classmates. This format 
caused additional stresses and time as they struggled to find resources and assistance to navigate 
the platform and find course information.  
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Communication failure. All of the participants expressed a lack of guidance and 
communication from the institutions during their swirling journey until they reached USU. They 
seemed surprised they were able to attend school without someone offering career guidance and 
to leave school without the school trying to reach out to them. Two participants walked out of 
school mid-semester to later re-enroll and, to their surprise, find that they were on academic 
probation. Participants found academic and student services lacking as they did not receive 
advice regarding curriculum, credit transfer, resources, or guidance available to them at the 
institution. They all recalled how they felt alone on their educational journey and felt the schools 
were not concerned about them as individuals. Griz’s comments summarize how the participants 
felt about the lack of communication when he stated, “It’s weird to me that nobody 
communicated with me.”  
Institutional supports. The intrinsic qualities of passion, maturity, coping skills, and the  
attitude of all participants combined with institutional support enabled them to finish their 
degree. All participants were at a point in their lives where they were ready to listen, to learn, 
and willing to work hard to accomplish degree completion. Institutional support emanated from 
instructors and student services and emphasized when attending USU. Veronica colorfully 
expressed how she described her experience: “My experience at USU has been OMG … the 
passion of the people that care about the adult learners …how they were just there for you. The 
support is just unbelievable.” 
Instructional support. Participants commented on how instructional support came  
primarily from instructors and stated their preference for course formats. Participants 
overwhelmingly commented on how their professors were supportive throughout their 
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educational journey and made a difference in their life. They were supportive and flexible when 
they needed additional time with assignments. They recognized students struggling and 
suggested student services, and were a resource for career insights. Instructors cared and willing 
to work with them when family disruptions occurred. They appreciated that instructors had 
practiced in their teaching field and could relate to them. They were very informative about not 
only the classes but also about what was going on in the campus and where students could find 
help.  
Regarding the course formats, most participants enjoyed the interaction of the in-person, 
cohort, seminar-style, and blended/hybrid courses. These course formats offered the participants 
a personal interactive connection with the instructor and classmates, which they found useful in 
learning the course materials.  
Student services. All participants benefited from academic and student services and noted 
how they were welcomed to USU and given the attention and guidance needed to be successful. 
For two of the participants, TRIO particularly was a tremendous sense of support. Veronica 
expressed her appreciation by saying, “I thank God for the TRIO support.” Mandy said, “I’m 
really thankful that I have, that I’m part of the TRIO, the TRIO program.” Academic advisors 
were singled out as providing assistance with planning and navigating transfer credits and how 
they related to curriculum courses needed to complete degrees. They provided valuable 
knowledge on how to coordinate transcripts to find the USU equivalence and what courses 
would fit into a degree program. They also intervened between participants and instructors 
during disputes.  
Family Support  
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Family support came from parents, spouses, and siblings. All participants benefited from 
parental support and stated that they instilled in them the necessity for higher education. Their 
support ranged from words of love and encouragement to paying for part of their education costs. 
Spouses were also supportive as they took on additional household responsibilities, which 
allowed participants time to study and focus on school.  
Summary 
This chapter provided a voice to six individuals who did not take a linear path to an 
undergraduate degree but rather opted for a multiple educational institution pathway (swirling). 
Their journeys swirled through recreational schools, technical and community colleges, and 
public, private, for-profit, and flagship universities before degree completion at an urban four-
year university. They experienced multiple breaks from school because of work and family 
issues but remained resolved to return to school to earn a four-year degree. Listening to each 
individual’s unique swirling experience has significance, not only for the participant, but also for 
other swirling students, educational institutions, and society.  
Through narrative inquiry, participant’s backgrounds and stories, along with their 
educational experiences and perspectives, elucidated their journeys. I retold the participant’s 
journeys sharing their unique stories of success and barriers while navigating the higher 
education system to answer the overall research question: How do students, who have 
successfully navigated academic and social terrains of multiple colleges and universities 
(swirling) in pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree, describe their journey? I also retold 
the participant’s journeys to allow the reader to apply their interpretation of the issues from their 
unique perspective.  
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Through the analysis of the participant’s narrative journeys, a summary of the journeys 
was presented and described in five major themes. The themes that emerged included: high 
school experiences, journey interruptions, persistence, institutional factors, and family support. 
These findings lay the underpinnings for the following chapter that will include conclusions, 
discussions, sub-research questions, implications, and suggestions for policy, practice, and 
research.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
Many students who wish to receive a post-secondary undergraduate degree do not take a 
linear path. Instead, they opt for a swirling pathway to accomplish degree completion. This 
swirling pathway has its complexities and problems, and consequently, many students will drop 
from the college experience and will not obtain a degree. This problem is especially true for 
adult learners and historically marginalized students. It was, therefore, essential to inquire from 
successful swirling students how they were able to overcome the obstacles and successfully 
transverse the swirling educational landscape. The purpose of this qualitative study was to 
examine the experiences of six swirling students, who after attending multiple educational 
institutions, had successfully transitioned into and completed an undergraduate degree at a 
Midwestern urban state university. The research explored the following question: How do 
students, who have successfully navigated academic and social terrains of multiple colleges and 
universities (swirling) in pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree, describe their journey? 
The following sub-questions helped to uncover the common characteristics or outcomes 
associated with swirling and guide this inquiry: 
1. What cognitive, social, and institutional factors do students describe as challenges or 
barriers to their swirling and persistence to a four-year degree? 
2. What cognitive, social, and institutional factors the students described as supporting or 
assisting to their swirling and persistence to a four-year degree? 
Chapter 2 presented a review of literature on the term “swirling” and captured the 
multiple ways and directions that students transfer and attend educational institutions in their 
pursuit of a four-year undergraduate degree. I identified the factors that contributed to the student 
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withdrawal or persistence along the journey. The student persistence literature focused on 
economic and social theories along with the personal, psychological, and institutional factors that 
influence students. From a literature perspective, various themes informed the reader regarding 
the adult learner and historically marginalized student experiences. The theoretical framework of 
Swail, Redd, & Perna’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 
guided the study as it explored the successful educational journeys as seen through the lenses of 
cognitive, social, and institutional factors. Within each of these three factors, the challenges and 
supports that the students encountered contributed to the analysis section of the study. This 
geometric model was especially useful and appropriate for the study as it places the swirling 
student’s experience and perspective at the center of the model. 
Chapter 3 provided the methodology for the study. This qualitative narrative inquiry 
research study used open-ended semi-structured interviews to investigate the experiences of six 
participants who had acquired four or more transcripts before enrollment at Urban State 
University to complete their undergraduate degree. The research design of qualitative narrative 
inquiry using open-ended semi-structured interviews allowed me to give voice to each 
individual’s unique educational journey in a holistic way to understand, recapture, and re-present 
the participant’s life stories to gain a richer appreciation for their unique experiences (Clandinin, 
2013; Creswell, 2008). 
 Students invited to participate in this study were in their last semester before graduation. 
A total of 477 students, the entire population, received emails inviting them to participate in this 
study, and six responded affirmatively, stating that they would be willing to participate. Data 
collection included a demographic informational sheet completed by the participants and 
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interviews conducted in person or by Zoom. The analysis of the data occurred after receipt of a 
professional transcription of the interviews, the participant’s review of the transcription, coding 
of the transcripts using ATLAS.ti, and my completion of the matrices of barriers and support 
factors worksheet and educational journey diagrams. The appropriate procedures and well-
established guidelines that assured the quality of my research appear in this chapter under the 
headings of credibility, dependability, and transferability. 
Chapter 4 reported the research study findings. The chapter comprised each participant’s 
individual educational story. The stories began with the high school experiences and continued 
through their school experiences to degree completion. I concluded each journey with my 
selection of the themes identified in their journeys as well as the participant’s advice to other 
students and instructors. The chapter concluded with my summary of the six participant’s 
educational journeys describing the emerging five themes from the data as they relate to high 
school experience, journey interruptions, persistence, institutional factors, and family support. 
The findings from this study illustrate several critical points about swirling students. 
They are a very diverse group, and their experiences and pathways illustrate the uniqueness of 
each participant and their divergent educational journeys. Yet they focused uniformly on their 
purpose and their goals: to earn their college degrees. As a result of these goals, they made 
strategic decisions regarding friendships, family, relationships, and jobs, and were far from 
passive in shaping their educational journeys. Despite this purposeful efficacy, nearly all the 
participants experienced challenges with their academic transition and degree completion and 
were willing to make sacrifices to complete their degrees. 
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This chapter presents a discussion of the study findings as they relate to the literary 
themes and research sub-questions, limitations of the study, and implications for research, 
theory, and practice. The chapter concludes with brief summary of the findings and some final 
thoughts on the study.  
Discussion 
Students who swirled during their educational journey before their transfer to USU to 
complete their undergraduate degrees described their experiences through diverse narratives. The 
participants’ responses to the interview questions revealed a broad range of experiences at 
multiple colleges and universities. Their stories were nonlinear, and often, the participants had 
difficulty delineating their pathways and differentiating their experiences at numerous schools. 
Because the findings of the study were so diverse and complex, rather than be packaged neatly 
into a response to the main and sub-research questions, they will first be categorized using the 
literature themes of who swirls, reasons for swirling, and persistence followed by the research 
sub-questions.  
Who Swirls 
The participants that volunteered for this study were a diverse group. Of the six 
participants, four self-identified as women and two as men, ethnic groups represented included 
three White and Jamaican, Hispanic, and Asian; ages ranged from 34 to 59 years of age; 
educational journeys ranged from 17 to 40 years; three participants were first-generation college 
students, and three were Pell-eligible. All of the participants attended a community college 
during their journey, and four of the participants began their educational journeys there. Of those 
four, three come from a lower-income family. 
  157 
 
The literature discussed who swirlers are by looking first at where they came from, if 
they worked during school, and why they enroll at the community college. Shapiro et al. (2015) 
stated that students enrolled at a community college are more likely to come from lower-income 
families than those at four-year institutions. They often work while enrolled, attend part-time, 
require developmental coursework, and face a host of academic, financial, and personal 
challenges (The Pell Institute, 2011). Logistical factors such as proximity to home, flexible 
course schedules, and low tuition rather than a student’s academic ability drive their choice to 
begin post-secondary education at a two-year institution (Chen, 2014). The findings of this study 
confirm the literature as all of the lower-income participants did start at a community college or 
trade school, worked during school, needed developmental coursework, and did so for the 
reasons that Chen (2014) described.  
I saw a common theme with those participants who started at a community college in that 
they left high school focused on a particular job and attended college to acquire the skills to 
qualify for the job. They attended a community college as the means to a specific job. This 
enrollment pattern was in contrast to the participant that initially enrolled in a public state 
university. This participant did not focus on a specific career but rather was going because he 
enjoyed the learning process. 
Adult learners. All six of the participants started their educational journey as a 
traditional-aged student. They started their higher education journey after completing high 
school. For various reasons, they left school and entered the workforce only to come back to 
school as an adult learner. All participants in this study confirm the definition as stated by 
Kasworm (2003) and Houser (2004) who defined the adult learner as an older student who may 
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have experienced a gap in enrollment or have responsibilities beyond their role as a student who 
might include obligations associated with those of a worker, parent, or spouse.  
The literature stated that many adult learners pay full fees for their tuition and did not rely 
on financial assistance, attended their classes part-time, are much older and more mature, and 
worked full-time (Munro, 2011). Generally, the study supports Munro as four of the participants 
were able to pay full fees for their education. The exception occurred for Mandy and Veronica, 
who received scholarships that offset some of the costs. Half of the participants worked part-time 
and attended school part-time throughout their journey. However, when Mandy, Griz, and Toto 
got serious about completing their four-year degree, they stopped working to devote themselves 
full-time to their education. 
The participants confirm the literature that stated that adult learners enroll in higher 
education to have the opportunity to gain economic benefit and personal satisfaction with 
academic achievement (Ritt, 2008). Griz is an example of a student who looked for a career 
where he would find both personal satisfaction as well as an economic benefit. Bob stated that he 
was successful in his career and that this late in life, the degree would not have a monetary value 
but rather provide him an intrinsic value. 
Mullins (2011) said that as generations change, the college degree has become more 
important for workers to qualify for jobs that will maintain their lifestyle and even meet basic 
needs. Sally echoed this when, after working ten years and purchasing a home as a single person, 
she decided that she needed a four-year degree to better herself in the nursing profession. 
Mandy’s situation expands on Mullins’ study as she experienced the need for a four-year degree 
because she was a minority. She could not find a dental assistant job after obtaining her diploma 
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and passing the state license exam. She stated that as a minority, she needed a college degree to 
be able to qualify for jobs. 
From my experience and conversation with adult learners in my classroom, I have heard 
students talk about how they are going to school to find a better paying job to meet family 
finances and to better themselves socially, how they have not been happy in their current 
employment and are seeking a change, and that they are balancing work and family 
responsibilities as well as school coursework. They are typically making a career change or want 
to qualify for another job and have a sense of how to balance work and classroom assignments. 
This balance confirms the maturity that I witness with the adult learner and explains why they 
enrolled in a four-year university.  
Adult learner motivation. Knowles (1984) contended that the most potent motivators for 
adult learners are internal. These internal motivators include self-esteem, recognition of a better 
quality of life, greater self-confidence, and self-actualization. Pierre (1970) and Mezirow (1997) 
contended that adults transform through processes of grounded critical reflection. The outcomes 
of these processes include increased awareness of the social culture reality, which shapes their 
life’s identities as well as increases the capacity to transform that reality through action. The 
findings of the study confirm that when it comes to motivation, all participants voiced a need to 
complete an undergraduate degree to satisfy their interests, as stated by the internal motivators 
listed above. At times, they related their desire to complete a degree in a very emotional way 
similar to what Toto said, “I’ll be dammed if I stop again. I don’t care if there’s a tornado or 
tsunami, I don’t care, but I need to finish.”  
  160 
 
The findings took exception to Knowles (1984) when he stated that adult learners need to 
be self-directed. The findings showed that early in their swirling journey when participants were 
traditional students, they were more self-directed then as adult learners later in their journeys. 
Early in their journeys, participants made their own decisions, albeit recklessly at times, 
regarding colleges and universities and coursework as they seemed to travel aimlessly within the 
educational system. The participants demonstrated this by silently stopping out of classes before 
the semester end or simply leaving school. However, later in the journey, after a time of critical 
reflection, which usually involved some frustration or determination, they reached out to 
advisors and faculty for assistance or, in some incidences, were open to the counsel of advisors. 
This assistance provided direction, help, and encouragement to propel and reenergize them to 
continue their studies to degree completion.  
Historically marginalized students. It is evident from the historically marginalized 
participants that the literature accurately reflected their educational experience. This is especially 
true as it relates to their sense of self-worth in their academic abilities and skill with English as a 
second language. The literature suggested that the student’s sense of status relative to their peers 
may hinder their educational attainment (Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011; Ostove & Long, 
2007). Historically marginalized first-generation students often lack social capital, which carries 
with it preconceived notions of one’s academic ability. The first-generation participants in this 
study support this literature. Toto and Mandy often commented that they did not feel that they 
could keep with their student peers as they struggled with English. They stated notions of not 
being worthy, smart enough, or capable of being in school because of their language skills. Even 
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though they had parents that were supportive of their education, they were not able to help them 
navigate the school systems.  
The findings from this study found that historically marginalized students attended 
colleges and universities based on affordability. This affordability supports Baker & Velez 
(1996), who stated that institutions should strive to make their programs affordable to provide 
opportunities and to increase access and attainment. Baker and Robnet (2012) stated that social 
support from within the college environment appears to play a vital role in the retention of 
historically marginalized college students. Participants were very emotional as they talked about 
how certain people within departments provided genuine care and support to help them 
overcome their personal and academic struggles.  
Kuh (2008) noted that student connections to the campus environment often result in 
student engagement and are important factors in retaining students. Griz expressed how this was 
true when he talked about how he stopped out of a community college only to return years later. 
The second time he was interested in his courses, and as a result, he started interacting with his 
instructors and staying on campus to tutor other students. Mandy and Veronica experienced this 
with their connection to the TRIO department and how members of the department personally 
went out of their way to help and point them to various school resources. The more Mandy got 
involved with the university, the more she sought out scholarship opportunities and ways to 
improve academically and prepare for a career. 
My experiences as an instructor confirm the responses of the participants and the 
literature. I have seen the ways that historically marginalized students handle themselves in the 
classroom. They are often quiet and reserved, not asking the instructor questions and struggle 
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working with classmates due to their strong accents. It is often apparent from the homework 
assignments that they may benefit from assistance within student and academic services, often in 
tutoring and writing skills. 
Reasons for Swirling 
The participants confirmed de los Santos & Wright’s (1990) assertions that students swirl 
for numerous reasons. While it is appropriate to say that there are as many reasons to swirl as 
there are swirlers, the literature has identified common themes and patterns to the swirling 
process.  
Prevalent reasons. Brown (2011) summarized that there were six prevalent themes on 
the reasons that students swirl. The participants confirm the literature as they swirled for each of 
the reasons that Brown mentions, except for one. They searched for perspective; to pursue a 
lifelong goal of an undergraduate degree (Bob); to reassess goals as far as what career they 
wanted (Veronica), and because of institutional dissatisfaction (Griz). They relocated, thus 
causing the transfers (Bob). They swirled for academic reasons to get developmental coursework 
because coursework was difficult or more costly at their current university (Toto). They 
transferred and applied course credit towards a degree at another college (Bob) and to complete a 
two-year degree (Sally). For financial difficulty, they wanted to save for college (Bob), and their 
family needed medical insurance (Mandy). Brown (2011) also had a category for health 
concerns, where she stated examples of student health, the health of loved ones, homesickness, 
and substance abuse. None of the participants swirled for these reasons. However, Sally, 
Veronica, and Mandy had a family member pass away while they were attending school. They 
talked about the hardship and the difficulties they experienced during this time. I was surprised 
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and astonished how they were able to cope during this time as no one took time off school, but 
instead worked through their tough time and completed their coursework. These themes may 
appear clear-cut, but in reality, they are more complex as they consistently change depending on 
the situation of the swirler.  
Transfer patterns. Taylor and Jain (2017) created a typology of transfer patterns and 
terms. Of those transfer patterns, the participants accounted for vertical, lateral, reverse transfers, 
swirlers, concurrent enrollees, dual credit, and transient. The only pattern not seen by the 
participants was the reverse credit transfer as no one used their four-year university credits at a 
community college to earn a two-year degree. However, Bob attempted to do this after he moved 
to another state and attended a community college. He stated that he just wanted to get a degree 
at that point in his life and that he hoped he would be able to continue after his two-year degree 
to a four-year degree. These patterns label the various movements between educational 
institutions as the participants switched between school, work, developmental coursework, and 
changes in their career focus.  
Voluntary reasons for transfer. Voluntary transfer occurs when students leave on their 
own accord, not because they are in danger of expulsion. The participants all made transfers 
voluntarily. Toto and Griz were in situations where academically they were failing. However, 
they described the experience of leaving the institution for reasons other than failing 
academically. There was no mention of forced expulsion from school. Instead, they left on their 
own accord and were surprised to learn later than they were on academic probation. Griz stated 
that he just lost interest in his studies and walked away. Toto left because school was hard, and 
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she needed developmental coursework. She decided to get her developmental coursework at a 
less expensive community college.  
Townsend and Dever, (1999) discussed the situation where they found that students, 
expelled for academic difficulty at a four-year institution, improved their grades during their 
attendance at a community college. They had improved results in grades when they returned to a 
four-year university. The findings support the literature. For example, upon the recommendation 
of USU, Toto left to get her developmental coursework completed at a more affordable 
community college and returned to USU with improved grades. Griz left a community college 
before expulsion and later returned to complete a two-year math degree with honors. 
Bailey (2003) and Phelan (1999) discussed how students left for more affordable tuition. 
While tuition was a concern cited by most of the participants, none of the students mentioned 
that they left due to more affordable tuition elsewhere. Instead, they chose not to attend a 
particular school using cost as a factor in their decision. Other authors stated that students 
transferred due to course availability and dissatisfaction with an institution or for smaller classes 
in a close-knit atmosphere (Bailey, 2003; Cope & Hannah 1975; Hagedorn & Castro 1999). 
Course availability was the reason Veronica made this type of transfer when USU offered a 
course online that she insisted on taking face-to-face. Sally left a community college because she 
did not like an instructor, the technology, or facilities at that community college. 
What resonated with me in these sections on the reasons for swirling is the importance of 
colleges and universities to communicate and show genuine care for their students. Many, if not 
all, of the reasons for swirling apply pressure on students. The transfer patterns are confusing and 
occur due to a lack of career direction, while financial struggles pull the participants back to 
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work. Educational institutions have the services and resources to assist these students. Finding 
ways to connect with all students to identify a need and then to direct them to the appropriate 
resource may be key to reducing swirling. 
Fluid and interrupted movement. Goldrick-Rab (2006) performed a quantitative study 
of students on pathways through college and examined the longitudinal data to chart the 
pathways of students who started at a four-year college institution. She used the word fluid 
movement for those students that attended more than one institution without interruption. 
Interrupted movement is the result of attendance at multiple institutions discontinuously. She 
found that typically privileged students who can comparison shop across institutions travel 
fluidly across institutions and maintain smooth transitions from and into each institution. 
Students from low social-economic backgrounds who experienced interrupted movement from 
college often did so because of academic or financial reasons rather than because they were 
comparison-shopping as the privilege students did. This study confirmed these findings. 
The more privileged participants in the study experienced a more fluid movement during 
their journey. Sally, Bob, and Griz each mentioned the parental financial support they received, 
mainly during the early years of their education journey. They were able to move more smoothly 
between educational institutions because they did not have to work to support themselves nor 
have the responsibility of raising children. Participants from the low social-economic 
backgrounds did experience an interrupted movement due to academic hardships, especially with 
English as a second language (Mandy and Toto) and Veronica’s learning disability. They also 
needed to drop out of school to earn money or care for the family. 
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In addition to the financial reason presented by Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer (2009) for low 
social-economic background interruption, I would offer “children” in the list of reasons. Each 
participant who was raising children while at the same time attending school (Veronica, Mandy, 
and Toto) specifically discussed how their children’s needs pulled them away from school. Bob’s 
situation differed as he was out of school working and decided to raise his family before going 
back to school. While raising children may cause financial stress, it may also cause emotional 
reasons to be present at home with them.  
Persistence  
 All participants successfully swirled during their educational journey and persisted to an 
undergraduate degree. The literature discussed persistence through the use of theories. This 
section discusses student motivation and human capital theory as experienced by the participants. 
Discussions of the persistence theories of attainment risk and social factors occur in the research 
question sections of challenges and supports. 
The participants confirmed Bye, Pushkar, & Conway (2007), who stated that adult 
learners are slightly more motivated than traditional students due to their levels of intrinsic 
motivation. It was evident that they pursued their education early in the journey as traditional 
students with less enthusiasm and that later in the journey, after re-entering as adult learners, 
their intrinsic motivations energized them to degree completion. Bob had attended four 
universities as a traditional student before he re-entered as an adult learner with a clear direction 
in his pursuit of a degree. Griz attended a for-profit, technical college, and community college as 
a traditional student before taking 17 years to work. He re-entered a community college as an 
adult learner and excelled to an associates of arts degree with honors in mathematics. Likewise, 
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all participants showed a stronger motivation for education after working and re-entering the 
education system.  
Tinto (2017) suggested that successful persistence comes from student motivation theory 
and asserted that the students’ use of the word “persistence” implies motivation and that students 
“have to want to persist to degree completion in order to expend considerable effort to do so” (p. 
1). This ‘have to want to persist, ‘or passion for succeeding was strongly confirmed by the 
participants. After journeys ranging from 17 years to 40 years, the participants’ were finding 
ways and exerting ‘considerable effort’ to end their journeys and complete their undergraduate 
degrees. Toto and Mandy had taken developmental course work and were still regularly 
attending the writing center, tutoring department, and keeping consistent contact with TRIO and 
her advisors. Toto was finding the strength in ‘pride’ and Mandy for ‘independence.’ Likewise, 
Veronica was also attending the writing, tutoring, and TRIO centers as well as reading 
homework chapters four or five times to comprehend the information and needed to finish her 
degree to feel ‘complete.’ Bob wanted the sense of accomplishment; for Sally, it was a priority, 
and for Griz, it was the significance of a degree and promise of a good-paying job.  
Additional intrinsic values surfaced in the findings as the participants’ described the ways 
that they found more control of their life. Griz explained how he needed to plan better. Veronica 
learned to budget, make monetary and family time sacrifices and advocated on her behalf to get 
the needed help. Mandy mentioned how she kept pounding through, and Toto considered school 
her oasis that helped her cope and kept her busy.   
In the literature on student persistence, human capital theory is an economic theory which 
took the position that persistence represents the rational decision-making process where students 
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determine the value of their education (Becker, 1975; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; Montmarquette, 
Cannings, & Mahseredjian, 2002; St. John, 2003). Students weighed the immediate cost of the 
post-secondary education against any potential future earnings that a degree in a field would 
provide (St. John, Hu, & Fisher, 2011). Sally and Griz support this theory. Sally described her 
well-thought-out plan to begin her education at a community college as it was the most 
affordable way to accomplish her goal. She had determined that the minimum degree 
requirement for the occupation that she wanted was a two-year degree in nursing. During the 
time she was working, she commented on how a four-year undergraduate degree in nursing 
would open up more opportunities and afford her higher wages. Griz talked about how an 
accounting degree would provide a good salary and discussed at length the value of an education 
as it related to a trade versus a professional occupation.  
Toto and Veronica contradict this theory and support Coleman’s criticism of the human 
capital theory. Coleman (1988) criticized economic theories for presenting students as being 
fully self-interested beings with independent goals which ignore many of the cultural norms and 
interpersonal relationship present within our society. Both participants pursued their 
undergraduate degree in social work because they needed an undergraduate degree to further 
their careers in helping others. In a non-selfish use of their undergraduate degree, Veronica could 
continue to work with youth at an urban high school and Toto at her county social worker 
position.  
In my opinion, determining the value of an education by the potential future earnings is a 
narrow way to discuss the value of an education. While I agree that participants did discuss their 
degree in these terms, I could tell by the words that they used and their facial expressions that 
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obtaining their degree was much more than the monetary value the job would bring. It also 
provided participants with a sense of accomplishment and a gateway to an occupation to serve 
others.  
Research Sub-Questions  
 The research sub-questions described the cognitive, social, and institutional factor 
challenges and supports that the swirlers faced during their educational journeys as they relate to 
persistence. Current research does not put the challenges and supports neatly into the cognitive, 
social, and institutional categories. Therefore, I will discuss the findings in light of the literature 
by combining the three factors into challenges (research sub-question one) and supports 
(research sub-question two). 
Challenges. In the literature, Spellman (2007) listed relevant barriers faced by adult 
learners as cultural barriers, health conditions, past criminal records, substance abuse, lack of 
family support, unstable relationships, and lack of academic preparedness. Regarding this list, 
the participants reported cultural barriers, unstable relationships, and lack of academic 
preparedness as challenges and barriers that they experienced during their journeys. Mandy 
experienced cultural barriers when her husband required her to attend weekly generational family 
gatherings, which pulled her away from homework time. Bob experienced multiple unstable 
relationship barriers, which caused him to leave school multiple times due to breakups and 
divorces. Toto, Mandy, and Veronica experienced difficulties with academic preparedness as 
they struggled with English as a second language and a learning disability, which caused them to 
struggle with developmental coursework that prolonged their educational journey.  
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The findings also agreed with Jesnek (2012), who said that adult learners are often first-
generation college enrollees who have a difficult time adjusting to the new digital world of 
education. All participants had a clear preference for face-to-face course formats as they wanted 
a personal contact with the instructor to assist them with learning the course materials. In 
particular, the first-generation participants stated that they experienced difficulties with the 
technical side of online formats and especially working with online discussion boards. They 
elaborated on the literature to be specific on why they experience these difficulties. They named 
their lack of time to devote to learning computer skills and the lack of a personal connection and 
understanding that comes with face-to-face conversations versus a written conversation. 
According to Houser (2004), adult learners wanted instructors to communicate open-
mindedness, respect, and have the realization that each student is unique and diverse. Therefore, 
faculty and staff need to be mindful of the time restraints and other circumstances often 
experienced by the adult learner that may interfere with success and persistence. All participants 
in the study would enthusiastically say that this holds for them. They experienced faculty who 
were not open to communication about their circumstances that conflicted with class time and 
homework assignment due dates but rather were “old school,” inflexible, and not 
accommodating to their situation. The participants went further to say that if instructors did not 
treat them fairly, and with respect, they would drop the course and leave the school. To the 
extreme, Veronica experienced instructor racism and the refusal of the instructor even to teach 
her. 
The status attainment model represents education as a lifelong process influenced by 
family background, student aspirations, academic ability, educational attainment, and 
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occupational status (Hu, Trengove, & Zhang, 2012). It has adopted the position that the United 
States educational system operates as a meritocracy, where only the best students (i.e., those who 
are most academically able) will succeed and ultimately persist to graduation (Bukodi & 
Goldthorpe, 2012; Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Sewell & Hauser, 1975). Therefore any differences 
found in the educational attainment of various demographic populations resulted from the skills 
and abilities of individual students.  
The findings take a wholehearted exception to the education attainment theory position 
that states that only the “best” students will succeed and persist to graduation. In particular, the 
first-generation students and underrepresented students did not necessarily have the academic 
skills and systemic educational knowledge to succeed. Barriers resulted from their lack of 
writing in the English language and personal disabilities. Yet, their determination and grit to 
complete an undergraduate degree were the sole reason they were able to succeed in degree 
attainment. Despite the extra developmental coursework and visits to the writing and tutor 
centers, they persevered. Mandy, in her last semester of school, stated, “It's still a struggle for 
me, and I'm in college, but I still struggle with writing skills.” 
Participants varied in their levels of academic engagement at different points in their 
swirling process. Some admitted to not being completely committed to strong performance in 
their courses because they lacked the interest in the subject matter and others because of the need 
to balance personal and academic responsibilities. The prioritization of personal obligations 
confirmed the literature that cites the multiple roles attrition risk factors influence swirling 
students (Price, 1997). The findings support the literature numerous times. Throughout the 
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participants swirling, personal obligations relating their family, such as the need for money and 
care of children, caused them to leave school.  
Supports. Social theories in the literature have generally focused on the role of social 
networks and the impact of academic preparedness within specific student groups. These studies 
have argued that a student’s life experiences, professional goals, and financial obligations affect 
their decision to enroll, persist, or withdraw from higher education (Allen, Harris, & Dinwiddie, 
2008; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992; Tierney & Venegas, 2007). When the participants told 
their educational journey stories, I could truly see the social theories support aspects of each 
individual’s life. For many of the participants, social factors outweighed the cognitive and 
institutional factors. It was the influence of family, finances, and educational and occupational 
goals that drove their decisions regarding education choices as well as their determination to 
finish. These factors pushed and pulled them to and from school. The married participant’s 
partners were very influential. They provided the emotional encouragement, financial support, 
took on additional household chores and responsibilities that allowed the participant to remain in 
school, and for several participants allowed them to attend school full-time to pursue their 
degree.  
Noted in the literature were the aid and encouragement that studying with classmates 
provided students (Dougherty & Kienzl, 2006). Most participants commented on the lack of 
communication with classmates and how their focus was just to get to class and then afterward 
get home. However, Sally and Toto liked the cohort course format, and Bob liked the seminar-
style format. Both of these formats provided student interaction between classmates that 
supported the literature. 
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Moral support came from friends, peers, and co-workers, and generally received in the 
form of encouragement. Toto described how her friend encouraged her to come to the United 
States to escape the depression she was experiencing as a single parent in Mexico City. Veronica 
described how she continued a relationship with her elementary teacher over the years that 
provided her with advice and encouragement when she struggled with decisions. She also 
mentioned how she experienced divine intervention during a period of indecision in her career 
direction. Family support came from parents and spouses as they assisted with financial 
resources, household chores, and emotional support. Sally, as a single person, found support with 
her dog. Her parents had suggested a dog for companionship. However, when she started to work 
long hours at her job while attending school, her parents agreed to watch the dog. It was 
interesting to learn that her parents watched the dog while she was at work, and Sally would 
come and pick up the dog from their house. This exchange gave them the chance to see each 
other and talk about her school and work situations.  
The findings support Kasworm (2003), who stated that adult learners choose a college or 
university based on accessibility, the flexibility of course scheduling, and meeting their specific 
needs at the time, whether it was their first-time institution or beyond. Many of the participants 
cited that they attended the college or university because it was close to home or work, the 
school offered evening or weekend classes, and for a particular purpose, subject or degree. While 
Kasworm uses the word “accessibility,” the findings would indicate that the word “affordability” 
would be the main reason. All participants mentioned that they choose a particular school or did 
not choose a particular school based on tuition and credit hour costs. Despite the fact they were 
on academic probation, Griz (a community college) and Toto (a four-year university) came back 
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to the same institutions they had earlier left. They endured the extra effort of clearing probation 
and came back because of the proximity and affordability of the school.  
Despite the participant’s use of some resources at the community college and four-year 
universities, most participants admitted to not being aware of the resources available to them and 
how they would help them. Griz mentioned how he felt that colleges and universities should 
contact him and make an effort to assist him with support information. When he did not receive 
it, he moved on or swirled to the next school. However, for most of the participants, finding 
resources did not even occur to them, and when contacted, they ignored it. It was not until later 
in the swirling experience that they took notice of the available help and took advantage of it. For 
many, it took a personal contact with the advisor to awaken them to their need and to become 
aware that the support existed. It is noteworthy that the findings show that the support programs 
did not prevent them from swirling as sometimes the advisors directed them to a community 
college for developmental coursework. It did, however, have a significant academic impact that 
promoted and aided in their degree completion. 
Wyatt (2011) found that communication with faculty and staff was extremely important 
for adult learner’s understanding of the policies and services provided by the institution as well 
as in the classroom. While it is a typical practice of colleges and universities to put college and 
university policies and support information in their syllabi, this is not the communication that the 
participants found useful. Instead, they wanted their instructors to connect with them enough to 
recognize and identify when they could benefit from certain support and then for them to inform 
them. While this may seem like an improbable request of the instructors to personally reach out, 
it could result in a significant benefit to the student. For example, Veronica’s instructor noticed 
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that she was struggling with reading her assignments and approached her to recommend that she 
visit the accessibility department for assistance. In doing so, she received the needed assistance 
to improve academically, and this not only benefited her but her son as well. She noticed that her 
son was struggling in school with the same disability, and worked with him to find the school 
support he needed. 
Limitations 
A limitation of the current study was the population size. Despite the limitations of the 
sample size, the data gathered enabled the researcher to conduct an in-depth analysis of the 
perspectives of how swirling students navigated the cognitive, social, and institutional terrains 
that challenged them as well as supported them along the journey. The present exploration 
revealed consistent themes. Although the sample is relatively small and the location of the study 
narrowly focused, other colleges can use the findings from the present study to further improve 
their institutional policies and practices and to support their swirling student population. College 
and university administrators can use the findings to focus their institution’s student and 
academic services as well as instruction curriculum on this student population. 
The emergent interview process produced data that were particular to the views of the 
participant’s experiences in biased responses. When examining anyone’s experience, perception 
is reality. Interviews drawing on histories and experiences of swirling inherently include a 
personal perspective and emotion unique to the participant. I worked diligently to address issues 
of discomfort, misuse of words, linguistic accents, and challenges with meeting schedules and 
delays, which could have led to embarrassment and vulnerability and potential interview 
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challenges. I addressed these issues to a greater or lesser degree based on the relationship 
established with individual participants.  
A limitation of the study was that it included students who are academically successful, 
integrated into the institution as to the campus involvement, and were months away from 
graduation. It was a strengths-based approach and sought those students who swirled during their 
educational journey and successfully persisted to a four-year undergraduate degree. If 
unsuccessful swirling students were included in the study, additional findings might identify and 
provide other useful information. 
Urban State University is an urban public university, and the specific use of this 
university is a limitation of this study. Additional research at other urban universities, private or 
for-profit universities, rural universities, and community colleges can expand the population size 
of swirling students to determine if themes stay consistent with this study’s results or if more and 
differing themes emerge due to the institutional type. 
Implications for Theory and Research 
The Swail, Redd, and Perna’s (2003) geometric model of persistence and achievement 
focused on the cognitive, social, and institutional factors on students and guided this study. The 
geometric model differs from other models in that it considers the swirling student perspective 
and places their experience into the center of the model. The central concept of this model is 
equilibrium. When the forces of social, cognitive, and institutional elements on the student 
combine equally to create equilibrium, the model indicates that persistence, graduation, and 
achievement will occur. It is the individuality of the student that necessitates that the model must 
shift and sway and evolve in a variety of ways to provide a model of stability. This ebb-and-flow 
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causes the shifts in one cognitive or social area and will initiate a protective response in the 
other, thus causing a counterbalance shift. These models are in equilibrium because of the ability 
of the institution to deliver the appropriate level of support services to counter the student’s 
cognitive and social strengths and weaknesses (Swail at el., 2003). 
The participants took ownership of their education, were creative in how they leveraged 
social components, and navigated the challenges of the swirling process. They were active in 
shaping their education. They are self-aware, reflective, and had a sense of ownership where they 
make choices and take responsibility for their educational pathway. They may not have known 
all the resources of the institutional environment, but through previous experiences from other 
institutions, their constant self-assessing, and willingness to make changes, they succeeded. In 
this way, the findings confirm the work of Swail, Redd, & Perna (2003), who put students at the 
center of the geometric model because the students are the ones who need to navigate the 
academic, social, institutional factors that contribute to their persistence.  
The findings of this study support the equilibrium theory in this conceptual model. The 
ebb-and-flow of the cognitive, social, and institutional factors were unique and evident as the 
participants discussed their swirling educational journey. I observed how strengths in one area 
would support the challenges in the other areas, and when not supported, how interruptions 
occurred. Generally, all participants showed positive supports over challenges in the cognitive 
and social areas. The social factor areas typically outweighed and were more robust than the 
cognitive factor areas. 
The model states that institutional factors are the foundation of each individual’s triangle. 
The findings of the study generally support this assertion, except for two participants who 
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experienced more challenges than supports in the institutional factor area. These participants had 
a high aptitude for what they were studying and had the intellectual ability to succeed with little 
social or institutional supports.  
All of the participants had an extreme desire or passion for accomplishing their goal of an 
undergraduate degree. Most of the participant’s strong passion propelled them to finish their 
degrees despite the insurmountable obstacles they were facing. The geometric model lists goal 
commitments as one type of social factor. However, this does not adequately describe the inner 
or intrinsic commitment and desire that each participant described as “the” reason they were 
successful in their degree completion. This personal determination overshadowed any cognitive, 
social, or institutional challenges and supports that the participants encountered. When the desire 
and determination for degree completion set in, the participants made it happen. They were very 
emotional as they discussed their drive to accomplish their goal. The framework model does not 
adequately reflect this desire. Therefore, I would suggest altering the geometric framework by 
drawing a circle around the triangle and calling it “Passion” to represent the influence, intensity, 
and effect that passion has on each factor of the model and student persistence. 
I noticed that at a certain point in each journey, usually when the participant entered 
USU, that communication between the institution and the individual happened, that seemed to 
enlighten the participant to the educational system. This communication was impactful, and for 
unknown reasons, I found that it did not happen with other institutions. Sometimes the 
communication came from a certain department and not another, and at other times, it was the 
individual’s realization of institutional supports that were available. I believe the geometric 
model should reflect the significance of this communication. The geometric model lists financial 
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aid, student services, recruitment and admissions, academic services, and curriculum and 
instruction as institutional factors of the model. The findings of the study suggest drawing a 
circle around the institutional factors, labeling them “communication,” and drawing a solid line 
that links the circle with the individual’s social factor of communication skills. Communication 
is to the institution as passion is for the individual. Communication effects each factor within the 
institution and can surmount many deficiencies within the departments. When the 
communication circle links with the individual’s social factor communication skills, it creates a 
strong bond that supports individual persistence (See Figure 4).  
Figure 4 
Proposed Modifications to the Swail, Redd, & Perna’s Geometric Model of Student Persistence 
and Achievement 
 
Note. The proposed new changes to the Swail, Redd, & Perna (2003) framework model showing 
the proposed modifications of passion, communication, and the communication link between 
institutions and the individual’s social factors. 
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Incorporating the passion and communication circles and linking institutional and social 
communication factors to the model will influence the theory. The theory of equilibrium states 
that achieving equilibrium is the status in which the student is in a mode to persist in college. 
Strength must come from one or the other triangle legs to maintain equilibrium. When 
equilibrium is lost, students risk reducing their academic and social integration with the 
institution and therefore risk stopping or dropping out. I observed from the findings that 
additional forces are at work unrecognized in the model or discussed by the theory. The theory 
should recognize the impact or force that passion creates on the cognitive and social factors that 
affect students. This intrinsic passion served the participants as a compensation factor 
unrecognized by the theory but had the effect of influencing the equilibrium. For example, 
passion has the effect of overriding cognitive factors as it propels students to continue 
coursework despite their academic struggles and can offset social factors as students continue to 
solve personal matters to enable them to continue their education.  
The institution factors cannot function as the foundation if the factors do not require 
communication with one another and with the students. Despite having great institutional student 
programs, they are not useful if the students are unaware they exist. To provide strong 
communication between institutional factors, they need a direct link to the student. It is 
imperative this communication link is connected and maintained during the student’s enrollment.  
I suggest changes in the Swail, Redd, & Perna (2003) geometric model of persistence and 
achievement. Further research may explore if these modifications apply in other research. Also, 
further research might examine the degree that intrinsic motivation and passion influence a 
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student’s ability to persist, as well as the importance of institutional student supports and 
communication systems to support them. 
The location of the study, and the type of institution in which the study occurred, affected 
this research. This study occurred in a diverse, urban environment where students have many 
choices for educational movement. The study explored a population which may move more 
frequently (and in varied directions) because there is the ability to do so. Along these lines, 
determining how educational environment location affects issues of swirling is a suggested area 
for future research. For instance, additional research may explore how environmental location 
factors affect educational swirling students. In rural or suburban communities where educational 
choices may be more limited, determining whether and how an educational movement happens 
within those communities may help researchers understand who moves and why. 
The findings revealed that a participant encountered negative racial and gender 
experiences. Providing further research may help to determine if swirling students have different 
racial or gender experiences at different types of institutions (for example, a predominately white 
institution versus a minority-serving institution; community colleges or four-year universities; 
urban, suburban, or rural communities). It may also assist in exploring if this happens more 
frequently for adult learners versus traditional students and how each racial category of student 
reacts to the incident. It may also be beneficial to know if the student reports the incident and 
works to resolve the issue or remains silent and stays in the class or drops the course. 
The findings revealed that one student’s culture negatively influenced a participant while 
two other participants with different cultures had positive experiences. It may be beneficial to 
explore in more depth how different cultures challenge and support students throughout their 
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educational journeys. Knowing this information may provide an educational institution with 
information on how culture influences students in education 
Further comparative qualitative research may explore the differences between student 
subgroups. This research could illuminate the similarities and differences of experience among 
student populations. Determining if student experiences differ for other student populations as it 
relates to struggling with English as a second language, lack of high school career assessment 
and guidance, experiencing multiple high schools, and dropping out of high school are the same 
for this targeted group as for other underrepresented first-generation subpopulations. 
Further research may explore a student’s college readiness specifically around the areas 
of career assessment. One of the primary findings of this study was the need to have a career 
plan, find your purpose, make decisions about your education and career early, set educational 
milestones, and seek guidance and mentors. Research should explore how students could 
investigate career aptitude and career opportunities, initiate, and maintain a plan, and find 
mentors throughout their educational journey that offer this support.  
The findings indicate that swirling students prefer face-to-face and hybrid/blended course 
formats over online formats to get needed personal interaction with the instructor. Further, 
explore if this is a first-generation, underrepresented population, or adult learners issue and if it 
applies consistently across student populations.  
The study population was swirling students that completed their degree at an urban public 
university. Conducting comparative research with swirling students that graduated from private 
and for-profit universities would provide additional qualitative narrative inquiry research that 
may uncover additional insights beyond this limited study. 
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The findings revealed that children influenced their parent’s pursuit of a higher 
education. Those participants with children discussed their reasons for delaying and leaving 
school. The main reasons were their desire to wait to return to school as they parented, to having 
children and homemaking, to a child’s request that they leave school. Further research is needed 
to explore the effect that child-rearing imparts on the swirling student and how educational 
institutions can support and provide assistance to promote retention.  
Further research may examine the institution’s academic probation and re-entry policies. 
One participant left a community college while another a university when they were failing 
without contacting the school to inform them of their intention. They returned years later to find 
themselves on probation. Fortunately, they were able to complete their re-entry requirements and 
excel the second time academically. Additional research may provide answers to other questions. 
What happened that enabled the students to do better the second time? Is there a policy to stay in 
contact with students that leave school because of unsatisfactory academic work? Is there a 
uniform policy for every college and university regarding probation and re-entry requirements? 
If not, how do they differ? How long does it generally take for a student to complete the 
requirements for re-entry? If there is a long gap before students return to the college or 
university, can there be a fresh start policy that quickly acclimates them back into the educational 
system?  
Implications for Practice 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the experiences of six swirling 
students, who after attending multiple educational institutions, have successfully transitioned into 
and completed an undergraduate degree. The narrative, educational journey experiences of the 
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six participants provide valuable insights within various educational contexts and may serve to 
raise awareness and sensitivity among educators, administrators, and readers as to the obstacles 
and opportunities that students from the swirling educational journey experience in higher 
education. 
Institutions 
This study may be helpful to high schools, community colleges, and four-year institutions 
as the data from the study indicate that support and mentorship from guidance counselors and 
advisors early in one’s educational experience are important aspects described by participants. 
Career service departments should be aware that participants noted feeling uncertain and unclear 
regarding career choices, aptitude for trades, and other careers, along with the various aspects of 
occupations such as working conditions, economic benefits, requirements of time, and impact on 
the family. The participants highlighted the importance of having a clear purpose and direction 
for their education and desired a school relationship for guidance on putting together a career 
plan and educational pathway. 
Two of the participants mentioned the benefit of using an Individualized Studies 
programs to complete an undergraduate degree. The participants described how it allowed them 
to combine coursework taken at other colleges and universities as well as work experience to 
create a degree program specific to them versus using only the prescribed coursework that fits 
into an established program. Not only were the students able to complete their degree, but the 
degree may qualify them for careers in niche markets that utilize a unique skill set.  
Student services. This study may be helpful to advisors within educational institutions, 
as the data from the study indicates that personal support and direct genuine concern to assist 
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students are important aspects of this position as described by the participants. The participants 
highlighted the importance of advising as an integral component to their success and how it is 
critical at both the community college and at the four-year university for an adviser to meet with 
them face-to-face. Identifying a designed enrollment specialist within the advisor group to 
“onboard” transfer students may alleviate the workload of advisers and facilitate the student’s 
access to the college or university. In this role, the enrollment specialist could focus entirely on 
transfer student needs such as credit transfers, assessment for developmental courses, curriculum 
sequencing, aptitude testing, and scholarships. They may also suggest referrals to school 
resources such as a parent center, food shelve, tutoring services, and emergency funds that may 
benefit the students. Students who are moving between institutions need to be able to find 
reliable access at each educational institution to advising and enrollment specialists who take a 
hands-on approach to make personal contact with each student. 
The participants described how academic services are critical and need to be available to 
them. They felt supported if services were flexible with evening and weekend hours, less 
restrictive with academic services time limits on such services as tutoring and writing centers, 
and staffed with individuals assigned to them.  
Faculty. This study may be helpful to faculty, as the data from the study indicates that 
the participant’s interactions with faculty were paramount in how they connected to the college 
and universities. The participants, often emotionally, described extreme experiences with faculty 
that either caused them to leave the college and university or provided them a supportive, 
genuine caring instructor who un-selfishly provided them with the support and encouragement to 
overcome their classroom struggles due to academic abilities and family crisis. Listening to their 
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stories regarding instructors resonated with me as I placed myself into their situation, asking 
myself how I would have reacted if I had been the instructor. I also found empathy from hearing 
the situation from the student’s perspective and wondering when I may have overreacted or was 
too ‘set in my ways’ to truly understand the best way to help the student with their unique 
situation. The participants highlighted the importance of creating in-class connections, instructor 
interaction, and relationships, activities that connect them with professions, and course formats. 
The participants noted how they rushed from their job coming to campus just for classes 
and rushed home immediately afterward, thus noting the missed opportunities to establish 
connections with other students. Providing in-class connections and fostering social relationships 
in class can help all students succeed. Classroom discussions and group projects may foster this 
relationship. If these connections involve professional or career interests, it can help students see 
beyond the classroom curriculum towards a broader purpose of the practical or “real world” 
application of the subject matter. This assistance does not need to take an extraordinary amount 
of time. Inviting in-class guest speakers from different occupations within the career field, 
mentioning campus events, and professional organization meetings that are available to the 
students can help build career knowledge and help students develop holistically.  
The data from the study indicate that the participants highlighted the importance of face-
to-face learning platforms that allowed for personal interaction with classmates and instructors. 
Providing in-class and blended/hybrid course formats as well cohort and seminar-style course 
formats support and may enhance the participants learning as well as help to build student peer 
relationships and create a support system for the students. Online courses that provide a uniform 
learning platform (i.e., D2L and Blackboard) that look and feel the same among all courses may 
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enable students to locate school resources and class material information quickly and be 
beneficial to students that struggle with online discussion boards and technology issues. The use 
of Zoom or other platforms within online courses may provide a more personal face-to-face 
instructor/student interaction experience and be more sensitive to those that struggle with online 
discussion boards and technology issues. 
Mandy’s response to my question asking about her relationship with her instructors is 
particularly noteworthy:  
I feel like they’re there to teach, and they’re doing their jobs, and I’m there to learn. So 
it’s never that connection where I built that connection with them where I was 
comfortable enough to tell what’s going on in my family or myself. 
I recall how cold I thought that statement was and how I did not want to be “that instructor.” 
Participants in the study indicated just a simple welcoming invitation by their instructor to visit 
before or after class would make a difference. Instructors demonstrate support when they 
encourage students, particularly during midterms and finals, to check-in with their family, 
friends, or support network for encouragement and assistance. This interaction shows caring on 
the part of an instructor and only takes little time. Students would know that getting support 
matters, and the mere mention of it may spur students who need the support to begin to ask for 
help. These types of conversations may allow the instructor to be viewed by the students as a 
holistic teacher that is informed and willing to be a valuable school resource. As a personal 
resource, the instructor may direct them to other student or academic departments that could 
assist the students with advising, counseling, scholarships, food pantry, emergency money 
assistance, etc. thereby helping them with personal and family resources so they would be able to 
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focus on academics. Generally, caring for students involves having a personality, being flexible, 
being sensitive to student needs, and not overloading students with homework.  
 The participants were very clear and vocal about the support or lack-of-support they 
received at each educational institution. They talked about the enrollment process, academic 
advisors, student services, instructors, and a general lack of interest from educational institutions 
They elaborated on how each misstep in each of these areas discouraged them even to the point 
of leaving school. This study emphasizes the importance of student retention and the need to 
maintain a student focus during all communications. Faculty should also be aware of how their 
classroom behavior plays a vital role in student retention.  
Policy 
This study may be helpful to federal and state legislatures that provide financial 
assistance and scholarships to students, as the data from the study indicates that part-time 
students could benefit from assistance. The participants noted the financial pressures and 
decisions they made because financial aid was only available if they were full-time students. 
Without this assistance, they withdrew from school and delayed their education. Several 
participants commented on the importance of financial aid as they attended part-time and noted 
that they might have remained in school and continue their education, albeit at a slower pace 
should they have received some assistance. Regarding scholarships, one participant noted how 
impactful the transfer scholarship was to encourage continuing to a four-year degree and how the 
urban scholarship contributed to learning workplace skills.  
The participants that spoke English as a second language highlight the importance of 
developmental course work, especially in developing writing skills. These participants may 
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benefit from the creation and funding of outreach programs that assist with English as a second 
language, such as afterschool or supplemental programs. Early identification, as well as 
educational processes for K-12 teachers and college faculty members, may better prepare them to 
assist and provide second-language support as a way to support these students. 
Summary 
This study explored the experiences of swirling students who have attended at least four 
other institutions before coming to USU. The findings indicate that swirling students are 
extremely varied in their skills and backgrounds. Because of the length of their journeys, they 
often have the maturity to determine where they are in their studies. They are deliberate in their 
choices, purposeful in their decisions, and appreciate institutional and personal supports and 
relationships.  
Despite facing challenges and barriers that often would lead other students to drop out of 
their educational journey, the participants all displayed the grit, determination, and commitment 
to persist. The research highlighted the cognitive, social, and institutional factors that challenged 
and supported the participants during their swirling educational journey. The stories of the 
study’s participants highlight the importance of listening to students when they tell us how they 
were able to be successful. Future research should continue to explore swirling student’s insights 
into the process and experiences of attending multiple colleges and universities to increase 
awareness and inform institutional policies and practice the support of this increasing swirling 
student population. 
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participant in Study 
 
Subject: Tell me about your Educational Journey for my Research Study  
 
Are you graduating this semester? Have you 
attended four or more institutions before 
attending Metro State? 
You are invited to participate in a study investigating the experiences of students who have 
attended more than four colleges or universities.  
 
Why do I want to know? 
I am working on a doctoral degree and I am interested in what you have to say about the “why” 
and “how” you decided to take college coursework at various colleges and universities. I also 
want to hear about with the challenges, barriers, and supports that happened along the way. 
 
What’s in it for you? 
A chance to be heard – to give back and provide leadership to other students going through the 
same thing – to inform the universities on ways that they can support students during their 
journey – to contribute to educational research - AND a $30 Amazon gift card for your 
participation. 
Anonymity – I will use a pseudonym in the study so no one will know your real name. 
 
What’s involved?  
• A consent form that we will discuss so you know exactly what to expect. 
• Complete a demographic data sheet. 
• A face-to-face audiotaped interview at Metro State’s library that should last about 
1.5 to 2 hours. I am available days – evenings – and weekends. 
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• I will ask you to draw a sketch of your journey through the multiple colleges and 
universities. I will provide a template. 
• Review the audio transcription for accuracy and provide additional comments if 
you want. 
• That’s it!  
 
How will it work? 
1. Raise your hand! Email your reply back to me. Provide a list of dates and times that you 
would be available to meet at the Metro State library within the next couple of weeks. 
2. I will follow up to let you know if you have been selected and the date and time of the 
interview – so hurry – I have a limited number! The only criteria is that you have 
enrolled at Metro State University with four or more transcripts and have or are near to 
completion of your undergraduate degree. 
Note: I am asking for volunteers – the decision to participate is yours. If you decide not to 
continue for any reason – that’s okay – you can stop at any time – no worries and no 
consequences.  
Questions?  
Contact me Steve Hirsch email: steve.hirsch@metrostate.edu or my dissertation chair, Dr. 
Rachel Friedensen at office: 320-308-3116 or email: refriedensen@stcloudstate.edu.  
 
 
I hope to hear from you! 
Steve 
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Appendix B: Announcement of Participation 
 
Subject: You are in the study – Congrats! 
 
Thanks for volunteering and welcome to the study!! 
 
Let’s get started! I cannot wait to meet you and to hear the story of your educational journey! 
 
I have scheduled a meeting room at the Metropolitan State University library Floor __ 
Room __ for November ___, 2019 from ____ to ____ am/pm. 
 
The Metropolitan State University library address is:  
 Library and Learning Center – 645 East Seventh Street – Saint Paul, MN 55106 
 
I will bring the student demographic data sheet, consent form, journey sketch template, and the 
$30 Amazon gift card to our meeting … and my tape recorder. Anything else – a question before 
we meet?  
Here is my information should something come up. Call with questions. Looking forward to 
meeting you! 
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Appendix C: Demographics Information Sheet 
Demographics of Student Participant 
Name: ______________________  Name (Pseudonym) for the study: ____________________ 
Age: _____ 
Did you enroll at Metropolitan State University with four or more transcripts and continue 
to an undergraduate degree? (Y/N) ______. 
If yes – please continue to fill out this form and return it to signify your intention to be a 
participant in this study. 
If no – or you do not wish to participate in this study – please discard this form. 
 
Race/Ethnicity: 
Caucasian ___ Black (African American) ____ Hispanic _____ Asian ____International ______ 
Pacific Islander _____ Native American _______ other _______ 2 or more _______________ 
 
Gender: Female ____ Male _____ Transgender ______ Non-binary ____________ 
 
Academic Major: ___________________________ Minor: ______________________ 
Full time student __________ Part time student __________ 
Employed: Full-time: ______________ Part-time: ______________ 
Job Title: ______________________________ 
 
Marital Status: ______________________ Children: _______________________ 
Did either parent attend a college or university? ___________ 
Have you obtained a Pell Grant for your education? ___________ 
Number of higher education institutions attended prior to Metro State University ____________ 
Date you first enrolled in college? _____ Date you finished your undergraduate degree? ______ 
 
Please return this form via email to Steve.Hirsch@metrostate.edu. 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent 
 
Title: Swirling to Graduation: Student reflections of their educational journey 
Primary Investigator: Steven Hirsch 
Telephone: 612-659-7261 
Introduction 
Many students who wish to receive a postsecondary undergraduate degree do not take a 
linear path. Instead, they opt for a multiple educational institution pathway (swirling) to 
accomplish degree attainment. Each transition form and direction has its complexities and 
problems, and consequently, many students will drop from the college experience and will not 
obtain a degree. This is especially true for adult learners and historically marginalized students. It 
is therefore important to inquire from successful swirling students how they were able to 
overcome the obstacles and successfully transverse the swirling educational landscape.  
Trends show that adult learners and historically marginalized students are increasingly 
enrolling in postsecondary institutions and swirling their way to degree completion. Therefore, 
additional focus from the student perspective needs to be placed on these trends, so the factors 
that influenced them can be understood and applied in the effort to serve these student 
populations better. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the unique perceptions of six to ten 
swirling students, who after attending multiple educational institutions, have successfully 
transitioned into and completed an undergraduate degree at Metropolitan State University.  
Study Procedures 
You will be required to be interviewed in a private meeting room at a public location for 
approximately 1.5 to 2 hours in duration to complete the study. You will have the option to bring 
to the interview any personal artifacts of your choosing (ie: pictures, transcripts, diaries, etc.). 
Before the interview begins, you will be asked to draw or sketch onto a pre-made template your 
rendition of your educational journey starting post high school through the final university 
destination. This sketch will show your college and university enrollment/attendance pathway 
and any other information you wish to include.  
During the interview, you may refer to your sketch and artifacts as you tell your story. 
The researcher will be a participant in the interview when they ask for clarification and ask 
questions regarding your experience.  
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The researcher will ask you open ended questions regarding how decisions were made 
during the process of swirling, enrollment choice, and your perceptions of institutional support 
received during this process. Probing questions may be asked regarding personal challenges and 
support that were a factor in your persistence to degree attainment. 
After the interview, the researcher will collect the sketch and take any pictures of 
personal artifacts that were brought to the interview and ask you to reflect on this experience and 
email any additional thoughts or questions that arise from our meeting. 
Risks and Discomforts 
You can expect the normal nervousness or uneasiness that comes when you meet 
someone for the first time. This condition should get better as the interview proceeds and we 
become more familiar with one another. You may experience the discomfort of losing your 
thoughts for a moment as you tell your story. This is normal and you may take as long as you 
wish to collect your thoughts before proceeding.  
The room temperature will not be controllable by us and as such you may wish to wear 
clothing in layers to suit your comfort level.  
Benefits 
You will have the opportunity to tell your unique educational journey story. Your story 
may help other students that read the study by providing an example of leadership, courage, 
tenacity, and a positive personal example of success for others to follow. Your story may 
influence colleges and universities to help improve student services, policies, and events that 
may assist others on similar journeys to persist to degree attainment. 
Compensation 
You will be paid with a $30 Amazon gift card after completing the interview. 
Confidentiality 
The confidentiality of the information gathered during your participation in this study 
will be maintained. Your personal identity will remain confidential. You will not be identified by 
your name in any published material. All data will be kept in a file cabinet in a locked office. 
Voluntary Participant Withdrawal 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decide not to participate or to 
withdraw your consent to participate in this study at any time, for any reason, without penalty. 
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with 
Metropolitan State University, or the researcher. 
Payment for participation will occur when you complete the interview. 
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The study investigator may stop your participation at any time without your consent for 
the following reasons: if it appears that you are irritable, restless or otherwise unable to focus on 
telling your story or answering questions, if you fail to follow directions for participating in the 
study, if the study is cancelled, or for reasons deemed appropriate by the researcher to maintain 
subject safety and the integrity of the study.  
Acceptance to Participate in the swirling to graduation study 
Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, you have read the 
information provided above, and you have consent to participate. You may withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty after signing this form. 
 
Subject Name (Printed) _________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol Guide 
 
Interviewer Preamble 
Thank you for taking the time to be part of this study. My name is Steven Hirsch and I am a 
doctoral candidate in the Higher Education Administration program at St. Cloud State University 
and an Associate Professor at Metropolitan State University and this study is part of my 
dissertation requirement. I have been a faculty member here for six years and as such may have 
developed a reputation of sorts. Are you a former student of mine? Are you aware of any 
reputation that I might have that would make you uncomfortable talking to me about your 
educational journey? If “no” – let us proceed. If “yes” – let us discuss to determine if you would 
like to proceed or withdraw. 
 
Before we begin the interview, I would like to go over some of the main points in the consent 
form, answer any questions that you have about it, and then ask you to sign the form. If you have 
not brought the demographics data sheet with you – I will ask you to please fill out the form 
now. I would like you to draw or sketch your educational journey that shows your attendance at 
the various educational institutions where you received academic credits prior to and while at 
Metropolitan State University. Feel free to take about 15 minutes to complete the sketch and we 
will begin the interview – or – if you prefer, you may draw your journey on the whiteboard while 
you talk me through the journey. How would you like to proceed? 
These interviews will be recorded and should take roughly 1 ½ to two hours. I will then send the 
recording to an outside company to be transcribed. When I get the transcript back, I will email a 
copy to you for your review. The university’s confidentiality policy ensures that your real name 
or any identifying information will not be recorded in any future reports. You are also free to ask 
that the recorder be turned off and terminate this interview at any time. Also, please indicate if 
you would like a short break during our time together. Do I have your permission to continue?  
As a means to ensure your confidentiality, may I use the pseudonym ______________________ 
that you wrote on your demographic information sheet? Fantastic – thanks. Shall we get started? 
[Turn on digital recorder]. 
 
Background Characteristics 
1. How would you describe your family environment while attending high school? 
a. What was the highest level of educational of your parents? 
b. Did you have brothers or sisters? Where were you in the birth order? 
c. Where both parents living with you? 
d. Did the family go on family vacations? 
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e. How would you define your family social status? 
f. How would you describe your neighborhood? 
2. How would you describe your high school experience? 
a. Which groups, clubs, or activities did you participate in during school? 
b. How would you describe your study habits – time management? 
c. Which class or course of study did you find came easier than the others? 
d. Where would you place yourself in an academic standing with your class? 
e. Describe how you decided on a college to attend after high school? 
 
Educational Journey 
1. Tell me about your college and university experience prior to coming to Metro State? 
Probes: 
a. Where did you find support or who supported you during your journey? 
b. What were some of the challenges and barriers that you experienced throughout 
your journey? How did you overcome them? 
 
2. Tell me about your educational experience while attending Metro State? 
Probes: 
a. Where did you find institutional support or who supported you while you were 
attending Metro State? 
b. What were some of the challenges and barriers you faced while attending Metro 
State? 
 
Cognitive factor prompts 
a. How would you describe your technology ability? 
b. How would you describe your learning skills? 
c. How would you describe your critical thinking ability? 
d. How would you describe your academic preparation for college? 
Social factor prompts 
a. How did your family influence your education? 
b. What was your financial situation? 
c. Did religion/culture have an influence? 
d. Describe your social lifestyle? 
e. What was your attitude towards learning? 
f. Where did you spend most of your time when you were on campus? 
g. How were you able to balance family life with academic life? 
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Institutional factor prompts 
a. Why did you enroll in each college or university? 
b. How would you describe your courses and relationships with your instructors? 
c. What were the services you used at the college or university? 
 
 
3. If you could change anything about your educational journey, what would it be? 
 
4. If you could give some advice to future students regarding how to successfully navigate 
the college and university journey to an undergraduate degree, what would it be?  
 
5. What are some of your future career goals? 
 
6. Is there anything else you would like to mention? 
 
I would like to collect your demographic form, educational sketch, and take a picture of anything 
you might have brought with you to prompt your recall for our interview. As promised, here is 
the $30 Amazon gift card and please sign the receipt form that you received the gift. 
As I mentioned earlier, I will email you a copy of the interview transcript from our interview 
today. If you wish, you may make changes or add to the transcript 
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Appendix F: Gift Card Receipt 
 
Receipt of Gift Card 
A Qualitative study of the swirling educational journey experience 
 
I really appreciate your participation in this study that examines the swirling educational journey 
to an undergraduate degree. The information that you provided will coalesce and clarify our 
understanding of the struggles and successes that you experienced as you progressed in your 
educational journey. As previously promised, each participant of this study will receive a $30 
Amazon gift card for your participation, effort, and time you have dedicated to this project. This 
study is being conducted by Steven Hirsch, College of Education, Higher Education 
Administration department, St. Cloud State University. 
 









Signature of Interviewer       Date 
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Appendix G: Thank You Letter to Participants 
 





Dear (insert participant name), 
Thank you for taking the time to be a participant in my research study on students that have 
attended multiple universities prior to graduating with an undergraduate degree. Your 
exceptional fortitude and determination were the reasons you were selected. Your contribution to 
this study will provide leadership to other students that decide to attend multiple educational 
institutions on their way to an undergraduate degree as well as the post-secondary institutions to 
develop a clearer understanding of the challenges students are up against and the support that 
will assist them 
On a personal note, all you have done to make your education a priority in your life, despite the 
challenges you have had to overcome, inspire me. The challenge of earning a post-secondary 
degree is not an easy one, and you made it happen! Through your time management efforts, 
placing education on your priority list, and making the choice not to give up, you have shown me 
that you have the skill and desire to accomplish any goal that you set your mind to, no matter 
what obstacles get in your way. 
In closing, once again I thank you for taking the time away from your family and your busy 
schedule to support my dissertation study. I also thank you for your willingness to help others 
that may read the study so they know that there is hope, and they, too, can overcome any 
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Appendix H: Journey Template 
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Appendix I: Sally’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix J: Veronica’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix K: Bob’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix L: Griz’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix M: Toto’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix N: Mandy’s Journey Diagram 
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Appendix O: Steve’s Journey Diagram
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Appendix P: St. Cloud State University’s IRB Approval Letter 
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 Appendix Q: Urban State University’s IRB Approval Letter 
 
 
